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News analysis

The government's policies are insufficient to reduce the amount of incidents, writes Rob Minto

Laptops left in car parks, memory sticks misplaced on trains and CDs posted to unknown destinations - there are many ways for governments to lose your data.

Information obtained by the Financial Times shows that policies of government departments are inconsistent and insufficient to stem the tide of data loss.

Chris Mayers, chief security architect at Citrix, a provider of software for remote working, says more data loss incidents are inevitable.

"It wouldn't be such a problem if the data were properly encrypted," he said.

With the loss of laptops and other portable equipment always a risk, encryption is becoming ever more important. While no encryption system is theoretically uncrackable, for practical purposes, the current strong encryption keys would take many years to break.

Mikko Hyppönen, the chief research officer of the data security company F-Secure, said: "If the data were properly encrypted, the government wouldn't have to announce the losses at all."

The question of whether a loss of encrypted data is deemed an official loss is still a matter of debate. The Information Commission does not see it as a loss, but the Cabinet Office, which published the Data Handling review in June, does.

"We err on the side of caution," said a Cabinet Office spokesman. "Being transparent about data loss, even if encrypted, is the best way to win back the public's trust."

Securing data is also a question of transmission. The Revenue & Customs (HMRC) data loss of 25m records in 2007 involved CDs sent in the post.

Robert Chapman, chief executive of information technology training company Firebrand, said: "It's fundamentally stupid to use physical transportation for electronic data. The government has secure networks that can be used for sharing information."

Sending data in the post should be a thing of the past, according to the Cabinet Office guidelines, and was criticised as a method by the Poynter Review that looked into the HMRC case.

"Sending physical copies makes little sense as you create multiple copies, and don't have a proper audit trail," Mr Mayers said. "You can't police access to the data once you send them out, and you lose control of the information."

The issue of whether government departments should ban access to social networking sites, such as Facebook, and web-based e-mail systems is a matter for debate. Some departments restrict access but, as Mr Chapman points out, resourceful staff will find a way round blocks to gain access.

"Banning people from using certain sites isn't the right way round," he said. "People should be educated about the risks. There are technical solutions to some problems but staff need to be encouraged to use their common sense. You can't rely on policy over training."

But once data are lost, unencrypted into the wider world, they are gone.

"You can't put the toothpaste back in the tube," said Mr Mayers. "You only have to look at the street value of buying identities on the black market - it's fallen for several years. It's simple criminal economics."

Different ruels

Who bans Facebook Crown Prosecution Service; Department for Transport Who bans web-based e-mail Department for Business, Enterprise and Regulatory Reform; Crown Prosecution Service; Ministry of Justice; Central Office of Information Who allows Facebook and web-based e-mail Department for Children, Schools and Families; Driving and Vehicle Licensing Agency; Department of Health; Criminal Records Bureau Which departments allow access to USB drives (* data encryption is enforced) Ministry of Justice*; Department for Transport; Department for Business, Enterprise and Regulatory Reform*; Department for Children, Schools and Families; Driving and Vehicle Licensing Agency; Department of Health
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SEX offenders could be cleared to work in English schools under a "major loophole'' in child protection measures.

Crimes committed by immigrants in their home

countries, or by Britons abroad, will go unnoticed by the Independent Safeguarding Authority because the Criminal Records Bureau, which checks applicants for a criminal background, cannot access records from most foreign governments.

This could mean that convicted paedophiles or even murderers are cleared to work in schools, hospitals or care homes.

Meanwhile, millions of innocent people in England who work or volunteer with under-18s or vulnerable adults could be barred solely on the basis of rumours.

Critics say ministers must address the problem before the scheme begins in October, because 12.5 per cent of the UK workforce comes from abroad.

Maria Miller, the shadow minister for families, said: "The Government has failed to ensure that [the vetting scheme] takes into account the sizeable number of people from overseas working in education, health and social care.'' She said proposed Tory amendments to address the problem had been rejected.

A Home Office spokesman said: "Vetting and barring is a priority area for expanding information sharing with other countries and a strategy to further co-ordinate this work will be finalised early in the new year.''
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THE Home Office has spent more than a third of a billion pounds on consultants and spin doctors in just three years despite having thousands of its own staff.

A total of pounds 382.6 million has been paid to external consultants since 2005, and annual expenditure is now 11 times the budget when Labour came to power.

Another pounds 2.9 million was spent on external public relations companies despite having more than 40 press officers of its own.

Dominic Grieve, the shadow home secretary, said the figures show that "the Government's obsession with spin remains alive and well - the public would much rather their money was spent on police officers, not press officers''.

Matthew Elliott, the chief executive of the TaxPayers' Alliance, said: "It's disgraceful that the Home Office is spending such massive amounts on PR consultants in addition to its own army of spin doctors.

"If the in-house staff aren't up to the job then they should be got rid of.''

The figures, released under Freedom of Information rules, relate to Home Office headquarters, the Identity and Passport Agency and the Criminal Records Bureau, which are already staffed by more than 25,200 people.

Total spending in 2005/06 was pounds 138.9 million - in 2007/08 it was pounds 95.6 million, compared with just pounds 8.6 million in 1997.

A Home Office spokesman said: "Spending on consultants has actually fallen over the last three years and the figures reflect the size and complexity of the Home Office. Consultants bring valuable wider experience from an external perspective to new building and large IT projects and we use them on the basis of proven expertise and value for money.''

Teachers 'beat and abuse' children at many Koran classes in Britain; Investigation finds 'village culture' of violence
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Muslim children are being beaten and abused regularly by teachers at some British madrassas - Islamic schools that give evening classes - an investigation by The Times has found.

Students have been slapped, punched and had their ears twisted, according to an unpublished report by an imam based on interviews with victims in the North of England. One was "picked up by one leg and spun around" while another said that a madrassa teacher was "kicking in my head - like a football", says the report, which was compiled by Irfan Chishti, a former government adviser on Islamic affairs.

Almost 1,600 madrassas operate in Britain, teaching Arabic and the Koran on weekday evenings to about 200,000 children aged from 4 to their mid-teens.

While there is no hard evidence to indicate how many are involved in the physical abuse of children, The Times has uncovered a disturbing pattern in one town - Rochdale - through interviews with mainstream school teachers, Muslim parents and the children themselves.

One woman told The Times that her niece Hiba, 7, was slapped across the face so hard by her madrassa teacher that her ear was cut. It later became inflamed and she had to have emergency medical treatment.

When the teacher refused to apologise, Hiba's aunt, Jamila, insisted that her niece should be moved to another madrassa. "I have absolutely no respect for religious teachers who behave like this," she said.

Another girl described how, at the age of 12, she was hit by her madrassa teacher whenever she mispronounced a word or forgot a verse of the Koran.

When Imam Chishti, a religious education teacher who also runs the Light of Islam Academy in Rochdale, decided to carry out his own investigation into the problem he was shocked by how even the victims had grown to accept the abuse. "They all joked about it," he said. "There's a culture that accepts it." Imam Chishti said that part of the problem was that some madrassa teachers were ignorant of British law.

Corporal punishment was banned in state schools in 1986 and in all schools in 1998. Under current law, teachers acting in loco parentis may use only "reasonable punishment" such as a smack, provided that it does not cause any marks or bruising. But the abuse discovered by the Times investigation goes far beyond what could be termed "reasonable force". One particularly brutal form of punishment practised in some madrassas is known as the Hen, in which the victim is forced to hold his ears while squatting with his arms fed through his legs.

The magnitude of the problem in Rochdale has led primary school head teachers to break the silence surrounding the problem. Several disclosed that they had asked social services to investigate complaints of physical abuse in madrassas made by pupils but that the victims' parents refused to press charges against the perpetrators either because they felt that physical abuse was normal practice or they feared being ostracised by their community.

Tina Wheatley, deputy head of Heybrook Primary School, said: "If a child comes in with an injury of any sort and it's non-accidental, then schools will refer it to parents, then also to child protection." But she said that social workers were often faced by parents who refused to take action against the abusers. "When child protection turns up at the parents' [home], parents don't want to take it any further. There are a lot of head teachers in this area who have spoken to the authorities. It's so sensitive," she said.

Sandra Hartley, head teacher at Brimrod County Primary School in Rochdale, where 93 per cent of pupils are Muslim, said that she feared that some Muslim parents regarded physical beatings as normal because they had been subjected to the same treatment when they were children.

"You know, it's very much accepted that children are experiencing that type of coercion, unfair treatment and sometimes physical abuse," she said.

"Parents knowing that this is happening and not wanting to move their child from that type of extracurricular activity is very much the pattern that we have here." The Times has also learnt that Rochdale police and social services have met local Muslim leaders six times this year to discuss child protection issues after investigations prompted by claims of physical abuse at madrassas.

Terry Piggott, the executive director of Rochdale Borough Council, admitted that it was difficult for the authorities to take action.

"Because of the rapid turnover of volunteer teachers at madrassas - and the fact that many are part-time - it makes it difficult to regulate and monitor the people who are working with local young people," he said.

The problem is not confined to Rochdale. Ann Cryer, Labour MP for the Yorkshire constituency of Keighley, which has a large Muslim population, said that mainstream teachers had complained to her about the punishment their students faced at madrassas. She added her voice to those from the Muslim community calling for madrassas to be brought within the regulatory framework. "I think we should have some sort of review at a very high level as to how madrassas are being [run] ... they seem to be a law unto themselves," she said.

Madrassas and similar religious classes are not subject to any regulation, nor are their teachers required to be vetted by the Criminal Records Bureau. Many madrassas are not even known to the authorities because they are run ad hoc by people in their own living rooms. Even those attached to a mosque that is registered with the Charities Commission are not monitored.

Ms Cryer called for the authorities to be given powers to perform "spot checks" on madrassas and shut down any in which children are being abused. "As the Pakistani and Bangladeshi communities grow so do the number of madrassas and therefore the risk to children increases every year," she said.

The Mosques and Imams National Advisory Board (Minab) - a government-approved organisation established in 2006 - has set up a minimum standard for mosques that includes guidelines to safeguard child welfare. However, membership is purely voluntary and Minab has yet to recruit a single mosque.

A spokesman for the board, Yousif al-Khoei, admitted that some mosques were run by teachers who could be abusing children. "There is, of course, a minority of madrassas which have a village mindset who may be practising it but you have to look at it from both angles," he said. "No community is perfect." The Minister for Community Cohesion, Sadiq Khan, urged his fellow Muslims to turn in those responsible for violence against children.

"We need to have religious leaders saying in clear and religious messages that it's unacceptable and that there's no place in Islam for child abuse. It's pure village culture mentality," he said. "Everybody should expose this.

The neighbours who know about it should expose it, the teachers [at mainstream schools] should expose it. We need a culture which says that whistleblowing on these things is a badge of pride, not a badge of shame." He added: "We are hiding behind the defence of cultural sensitivities and our children are not being protected." The Department for Children, Schools and Families said: "We're crystal-clear that all organisations, including faith-based, must abide by children protection and safeguarding laws. Any actions that go beyond reasonable punishment are absolutely unacceptable and must be dealt with by the courts. We urge anyone who is aware of such incidents to report them to the police and relevant authorities." richard.kerbaj@thetimes.co.uk

A brave face, then the tears Case study

When Salma's name was called out by her madrassa teacher during Koran class, it was often only a matter of seconds before she felt a stinging pain on her back, her buttocks, or her palms (Richard Kerbaj writes).

At times she would frown and put on a brave face when her teacher laid into her with a cane for mispronouncing Arabic words or forgetting a verse. But in most cases the staged bravery would give way to tears.

After the punishment, Salma, then 12, would join her dozen or so female friends, who would be seated in a circle in their Asian teacher's living room, which doubled as a madrassa on weekday nights, waiting for their own name to be called.

"We would sit in the circle and read and he would walk around and hit you if you were talking or chattering to your friends or getting the words wrong," said Salma, now 16. "He hit everyone there at one time or another," she said.

"The madrassa was in a house - boys in one room, girls in another." She admitted that the girls got away lightly compared with boys, even though at times they also got their "ears twisted" before or after the caning. "The boys always got more severe hits than the girls," she said. "My little brother hated going to school because of that." Just as painful as the throbbing red marks left on Salma's skin by her teacher was her mother's refusal to do anything about them.

"Mum would say, 'You deserve it for not learning or for misbehaving'," she said.

Salma eventually persuaded her mother to move her to another more formal, mosque-based madrassa in Rochdale that has a policy against physical punishment.

Asked if she believed that child abuse would one day no longer be a part of the madrassa culture, Salma said only parents could bring the problem to an end.

"If teachers are going to hit kids they'll do it because parents allow them and it will continue to happen," she said.

Salma's name has been changed'When child protection turns up, parents don't want to take it further'

Law to protect the young must cover madrassas as well
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Child protection legislation may as well not exist for Muslims who operate and teach at some of Britain's 1,600 or so madrassas, or Islamic schools. For such people, who either consciously flout the law or are completely ignorant of it, beating children is not a form of abuse but a method of enforcing discipline.

It may surprise many people to find that, unlike schools and other institutions dealing with children, madrassas are not subject to government regulation. The situation is compounded as even many mosque-run madrassas are not registered with anyone. A recent survey by the Charity Commission found that 11 per cent of mosques in London were unregistered. Travel north to the

Midlands and that figure mushrooms to 70 per cent. But even the registration of mosques is limited in the type of protection that it offers children, because, while registration ensures random checks by the commission, it does not ensure the regulation of madrassas within the mosques.

Only two years ago my organisation, the Muslim Parliament, published a report to highlight the problem of child abuse in madrassas, including the mentality that holds such abuse as a taboo subject that is best kept quiet.

We said then that too many members of the community seemed more interested in protecting it from embarrassment than in ensuring the wellbeing of innocent and voiceless children.

The report highlighted that up to 40 per cent of madrassas exclude uncooperative pupils, and its estimate of 15-20 cases a year of sexual abuse was considered an understatement. Those parents whose children are abused remain silent for fear of being ostracised by their community or stigmatised by mainstream Britain.

I recall a conversation with a former madrassa pupil who emphasised the importance of the schools in Muslim life. But when I asked him whether he would send his son to one, he answered without hesitation: "No." Then he opened up about the physical abuse he was subjected to by madrassa teachers.

The Children Act 2004 places the responsibility for protecting and promoting the welfare of children on local safeguarding children boards that include local health authorities and the police. The Department for Children, Schools and Families lays down the guidelines for how such agencies should co-operate to protect children within the framework of Working Together to Safeguard Children.

Many local safeguarding children boards have begun to engage the faith and voluntary sector and have organised workshops and training courses in their respective areas.

However, it seems that these activities have been attended by only a handful of mosque and madrassa organisations. In the absence of a national register of mosques and madrassas, it is difficult to say what percentage of them have taken advantage of these provisions and have gone on to put in place child protection policy and procedures in their own madrassas.

I am not sure how many madrassas have even done Criminal Records Bureau checks on staff who routinely deal with children.

Some charities and local authorities are taking the initiative.

Kirklees council has produced Safe

Children, Sound Learning - Guidance for Madressahs, which has proved an excellent resource for propagating good practice.

There is a need for such resources to be made widely available, backed by effective training programmes delivered by local safeguarding children boards.

Sadly for the 200,000 children in Britain who attend madrassas, however, the situation will not improve and may even get worse unless new laws are introduced to ensure that every such school is regulated by a government body.

Such laws could force the closure of madrassas in breach of the Child Protection Act. Until then, children who attend madrassas, whether those connected to mosques or one of the many makeshift varieties operating from people's homes, will remain at significant risk of physical and sexual harm.

Dr Ghayasuddin Siddiqui is head of the Muslim Parliament of Great Britain..'Many mosque-run madrassas are not registered with anyone'
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The company blamed for delayed grant payments to hundreds of thousands of students this year has lost its contract.

Liberata's contract was "discontinued" five years early after it failed to pay education maintenance allowance (EMA) grants of up to pounds 30 a week on time. The data processing company Capita has been appointed by the Learning and Skills Council (LSC) to take over and provide helplines, processing and payments.

The EMA contract is the second significant deal the government has been forced to terminate this year. The American firm ETS Europe lost its pounds 156m, five-year contract to handle Sats exams in August after test results were delayed. Capita also took over that contract.

EMAs are grants given to students aged 16-19 from low-income homes to encourage them to stay in education. In a statement, the LSC said students suffered weeks of delay in receiving payments as a result of Liberata's technical difficulties.

About 600,000 teenagers signed up, and at one stage the backlog of applications was in excess of 200,000. It is now 12,000 and the remaining applications should be cleared in the next few weeks. But the LSC said a change of supplier was the best way forward. Chief executive Mark Haysom said: "We have said throughout that it is unacceptable for young people to have their EMA payments delayed."

Liberata employees last night told BBC Two's Newsnight that the firm knew they "couldn't deliver the service" on student grants after their own investigation a year ago. An anonymous member of staff said: "A senior colleague of mine presented a report stating the technical and non-technical problems he had identified and said they needed to employ more staff and make technical changes - this was in October 2007."

Capita delivers millions of pounds worth of public contracts. It held the contracts for both the EMAs and Sats until this year. But it also has its own history of problems in delivery. In 2004, the National Audit Office blamed Capita for the near collapse of the Criminal Records Bureau when it was launched, causing chaos in schools who could not vet staff.

Martin Ward, deputy general secretary of the Association of School and College Leaders, said of the move: "This is the right response when a contractor fails to deliver. However, it will not help those students still struggling to make ends meet because they have not yet received their payments. Sorting out the problems still remaining from this year must be the priority."

Ministers confirmed Liberata would lose future revenues of more than pounds 60m, but it will not be fined for delays. The schools minister, Jim Knight, said he fully backed the LSC's decision.

Nick Gibb, the shadow schools minister, said: "Yet again, Ed Balls's department has presided over the shambolic administration of services that directly impact on children's education."

pounds 156 m

The value of the five-year contract lost by another US firm, ETS Europe, after the Sats exam results shambles

in August
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The scenario is like something from a movie: you wake up one morning and find a letter from the Criminal Records Bureau (CRB) stating that you are a paedophile. You know you are not - but how do you convince your prospective employers, who asked the CRB for any information its holds on you? Can you even convince your friends and family?

A scenario of that sort has become horribly real for many people. Over the past five years, the CRB has sent out more than 12,000 letters saying people had been convicted or accused of rape, paedophilia, or some other ghastly crime, when in fact they had not. We all know how the Hollywood movie ends: happily, with the unjustly suspected hero triumphantly proving his innocence. But that's not how it happens in real life. Demonstrating that the CRB has got it wrong, and getting it to change its erroneous record, takes weeks and can sometimes be impossible.

And it is all about to get much worse. The Government has created a single central authority that will issue edicts specifying whether an individual will be permitted to work with children or "vulnerable adults''. From January 2009, the Independent Safeguarding Authority will consolidate the CRB and other records of 11.3 million people. You will have to pay pounds 68 to have your records checked by the new agency, but the payment won't mean fewer mistakes. The CRB insists that its records are already 99.9 per cent accurate. That claim is not very plausible - the old Child Support Agency, for instance, made errors in more than half the cases it processed - but suppose it's true: it will still mean that the new database will wrongly identify 11,000 people every year (or 30 people every day) as unsuitable to work with children because of a ficticious blot on their record.

The new system will exhibit a far worse defect than liability to error, however. It will cement the rule that allows accusations on the CRB (and therefore held on the new database) to be retained and passed on regardless of whether there is any evidence to support them.

In August, the High Court handed down its decision on the case of Michael Pinnington, who worked with mentally disabled children. He had been fired from his job and refused any further employment in his chosen field because the CRB revealed that there were accusations that he had sexually abused mentally disabled youngsters. Those accusations had not resulted in his being charged, let alone tried. The police quickly reached the conclusion that there was no prospect that a jury would convict on the evidence. The accusations had been made by an intermediary interpreting what the disabled children had said. The method of interpretation used has been condemned by the American Psychiatric Association as "not a scientifically valid technique''. The English Courts reject it as "dangerous''.

Lord Justice Richards, who wrote the judgment, recognised that there was no significant evidence that the accusations against Mr Pinnington were true. But, he ruled, the test for whether accusations should be passed on by the CRB is not whether they are true or even plausible. The test is simply whether they might be true. Since the accusations against Mr Pinnington might be true, the CRB was entitled to pass them on. Which meant Mr Pinnington had to accept that he would never work with children again.

That decision was a defeat for both justice and common sense. To endorse a rule that allows baseless accusations to destroy lives marshals cruelty to no purpose. Lord Richards ought to know that. After all, something similar happened to him. He was accused of exposing himself to a woman on a commuter train. The police did not drop the allegations. They went to trial. Lord Richards was eventually acquitted because the court accepted his defence that his accuser had wrongly identified him as the man who had exposed himself (although his accuser never did so). But think (as Lord Richards evidently did not) what would have happened had the judiciary followed the rule that any accusation on the CRB of a sexual nature which might be true should be allowed to disqualify a person from being a judge. Lord Richards would have been thrown off the bench, and quite possibly out of the legal profession. For his acquittal did not prove that the allegation against him could not possibly be true. It merely demonstrated that it was not proved beyond reasonable doubt - which is not the same thing.

Fortunately for Lord Richards, the judiciary does not follow that rule. But other professions do, including the one that Mr Pinnington had chosen, and it means that the unsubstantiated and implausible accusations against him have destroyed his career. Many people involved in caring for children will suffer Mr Pinnington's fate. And for what? It cannot possibly protect children to have a system that ensures that everyone who has lots of experience looking after children is thrown out or driven away from child care. But that is likely to be the long-term result of Lord Richards's decision to let unsubstanitated accusations flourish. I hope he is grateful that he does not set the rules for membership of the legal profession.
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News | Charity tour at risk after Home Office demands criminal checks on 900 host families, reports Cahal Milmo

A TOUR of Britain by an internationally-renowned choir of Ugandan Aids orphans may have to be cancelled after the Home Office demanded that each of the 900 families due to host the singers undergo a Criminal Records Bureau check - with a potential cost of thousands of pounds.

The 18-strong Watoto Children's Choir, which has performed for the Queen and US President George Bush, was to arrive in Britain on 7 January to start its latest six-month tour of the country. The singers were aiming to raise up to £200,000 for child victims of the disease in Uganda. But organisers say the trip, which has already cost the charity £16,000 in air fares, will be called off after the British high commission in the Ugandan capital, Kampala, announced that it was withholding visas for the children, aged six to 13, and 10 adults. Permission to travel will be withheld until a Criminal Records Bureau (CRB) certificate is provided for adult members of British families that are to provide accommodation for the singers and their chaperones.

The Uganda-based charity said the requirement for a minimum of 900 checks, which could rise to more than 2,000 if host families have two or three adult members, to be completed before the group's departure in less than eight weeks, was "completely unworkable". The extra cost may exceed £20,000.

Charles Musgrove, European director of the Watoto group, said: "We perfectly understand and share the need for child protection. Indeed, we have our own very strict rules. But what we are being asked to achieve is impossible. We were told only at the beginning of this week and we have neither the time nor the money for the CRB checks. As matters stand, the tour is wiped out. It is a huge disappointment for the children involved and also for us as an organisation. It is by publicising our work via the choir that we get the funds to carry on."

Under Home Office legislation coming into force on 1 January 2009, anyone hosting an under-16 will be required to undergo an enhanced CRB check, proving they have no outstanding criminal convictions or cautions that would disqualify them from contact with a child. The move means that parents looking after a foreign exchange student, or member of a foreign youth orchestra or sports team, need a CRB check. Teaching groups have expressed concern that the move will deter many schools from exchange trips with students from France, Germany and elsewhere.

A senior peer warned that the case of the choir, which has been touring Britain since 1995, exposed a serious flaw in the new system, and has written to the Home Secretary Jacqui Smith to highlight situation. Lord Roberts of Llandudno, a Liberal Democrat spokesman on international development, said: "This is a massive encumbrance for a small charity doing tremendous work. The charity has its own very strict measures in place."

The Watoto organisation looks after 1,500 Aids orphans in purpose-built villages. Three of their choirs tour the world every year. Performing traditional Ugandan music in English and native languages, they give nearly 80 concerts on each tour, relying on hosts for free accommodation. Last year, the choir performed for the Queen and Duke of Edinburgh at Buckingham Palace.

The CRB does not charge volunteers to provide a check. But the application for a certificate can be done only by a registered body, which is entitled to an administration fee, typically between £5 and £10. The Home Office said only that the certificates were required to improve child protection measures for visiting minors.

A UK Border Agency spokesperson said: "The UK Border Agency is committed to safeguarding children and their welfare. We must ensure appropriate arrangements are in place to protect visiting children. The immigration rules require that suitable arrangements have been made for travel to, and reception and care in the UK."

13,000 wrongly branded criminals
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UP TO 13,000 people have been wrongly labelled as criminals or accused of more serious offences because of blunders by the police and the Criminal Records Bureau.

The true number of inaccurate criminal record checks is four times higher than the Home Office has previously stated, The Daily Telegraph can disclose.

Thousands more people than previously thought have been wrongly linked to crime by the agency set up to vet people working with children or vulnerable adults. They will almost certainly include people applying for jobs as teachers, nurses, child minders and countless volunteers. As a result, they may have been turned down or hampered in their careers and been shunned by colleagues and neighbours.

The discrepancy in the figures occurred because the official statistics only include the errors made by CRB officials. Thousands more mistakes, made by other contributors to the checks, such as the police and education officials, have not been counted.

Some errors in the disclosure of so-called "soft information'', such as police suspicions or when someone was questioned but released without charge, have also been kept out of the official statistics.

Last night, critics said that such a high level of errors could mean genuine criminals are slipping through the net if information on them is also inaccurate. They said the problem could get worse when the Independent Safeguarding Authority (ISA), the new vetting body, comes into action next year.

Dominic Grieve, the shadow home secretary, said: "The increase in the number of incorrect disclosures is disturbing. These are mistakes that risk ruining people's lives.

"It is especially worrying given the enhanced role of the CRB in support of the new ISA, which will vet millions of people, including teachers, volunteers and school bus drivers.''

Josie Appleton, of the campaigning Manifesto Club, said: "This is shocking but not surprising. The more the Government tries to solve a problem with a huge database and masses of information flying around the country, then the more errors there are going to be.'' Over the past five years, according to figures obtained from the Home Office by the Conservatives, a total 12,255 disputes over inaccurate CRB checks have been upheld. For the last year, the official inaccuracy figure stood at around 680, but the new statistics show the true level of error was 2,785.

These include inaccurate or misleading details on cases where there was no conviction, such as someone being questioned for an alleged offence but never charged. Some innocent people could have been labelled a threat purely because the police held inaccurate suspicions about them. Cases of inaccurate data being passed on by the education vetting databases, which are also used in CRB checks, were also not counted.

The figures only go back to 2003, but the CRB was set up in 2002, suggesting that the number of blunders could be much nearer 13,000.

Earlier this year, a report for Civitas, a think tank, said the increasing use of such checks had created an atmosphere of suspicion among parents, many of whom were volunteers at sports and social clubs, and who found themselves regarded as "potential child abusers''.

The ISA will be the single body for carrying out checks, taking in the CRB, and employers and volunteer organisations will be required by law to check somebody's record if they are going to work with children or vulnerable adults.

Even those just visiting a school, for example an author or politician, will have to be vetted.

The body was set up after the inquiry into how Ian Huntley's criminal past was not picked up before he murdered 10-year-olds Jessica Chapman and Holly Wells in Soham, in 2002.

It is estimated the new regime will result in more than 11 million adults being checked, one in four of the adult population.

A CRB spokesman said: "The CRB's first priority is to protect children and vulnerable adults by helping employers recruit people into positions of trust. In the last four years, CRB checks have prevented 80,000 unsuitable people from working with vulnerable groups.

"Of around 3.3 million checks conducted by the CRB last year, over 99.91 per cent were issued correctly. While any disputes are clearly regrettable, the percentage of disputes upheld has fallen for the last three years.''
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The head of the agency that vets security staff quit yesterday after it emerged that he could not be sure that some of the agency's own workers had proper clearance.

Mike Wilson left his Pounds 94,000 job as chief executive of the Security Industry Authority after a Home Office review found 38 staff processing applications for security licences had not been vetted themselves.

It is the second embarrassing failure in less than a year to undermine the watchdog's reputation. Last year thousands of illegal immigrants were found to have been given licences to work as security staff. Some had jobs at Whitehall departments, with one a security official at the Home Office and another guarding the Prime Minister's car while it was being repaired.

The latest blunder came to light on October 29 during a Home Office review prompted by concerns over the body's management. Staff handling sensitive data, including Criminal Records Bureau checks, are supposed to have enhanced clearance.

In a written Commons statement Alan Campbell, a junior Home Office Minister, admitted that the body had failed to check whether 38 temporary workers hired to clear a backlog had the correct clearance. Mr Campbell said the staff had been "removed from SIA premises" while security checks were carried out.

The Tories accused Jacqui Smith, the Home Secretary, of seeking to slip out bad news and evade responsibility for the Security Industry Authority's failure. Dominic Grieve, the Shadow Home Secretary, said: "Yet again an official takes responsibility while the minister ducks it."

Mr Wilson's departure came after growing concern in the Home Office over the authority's direction. One senior figure said that the failure to vet agency staff properly was the "straw that broke the camel's back". Mr Wilson joined the authority last year and is expected to get a payoff.
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Take a look around: our overmanaged, system-crazy, authoritarian society is destroying common sense and initiative

I must apologise to fellow passengers on the 0731 from Newton Abbot. I may have snorted. I know I laughed, out loud and suddenly, in the dozing carriage. This outburst of joy was occasioned by the report of a Welsh road sign near an Asda. It said: "No entry for heavy goods vehicles. Residential site only."

At least, that is what it says in English. The compulsory Welsh translation underneath, following an e-mail query to the local authority's in-house translation service, actually says: "I am not in the office at the moment. Please send any work to be translated." Which is "Nid wyf yn y swyddfa ar hyn * bryd. Anfonwch unrhyw waith l'w gyfieithu". Obviously, it should have said "Na chofnodiad achos 'n drwm da vehicles. residential safle ond".

Or should it? I got that translation of the correct message from an internet translation service, but when I fed it back in the other way round, it emerged as "I do entry because heartburn drum good vehicles. residential position except". So I then reversed the translation of the actual Welsh out-of-office message, and that returned "Bit I am being crookedly in the office at this time..." You can see why the council needs in-house translators. Even if they are so piously, humourlessly Welsh-speaking that they don't put their out-of office responses into both languages.

But it was not the mere Hoffnung phrasebook joke which slew me. I saw with beautiful clarity the implications of what happened. Plainly, nobody in the traffic department that commissioned the sign spoke any Welsh (or they would have wondered why the second sentence was an incongruous length and lacked familiar words). Nor did anybody, at any stage of the proofing and manufacturing process involving non-retroreflective glass bead technology, aluminium sheeting and BS 873 standard lettering compliant with Highways Sector Scheme 9A, raise a query. Nobody: not a word of Welsh between them. And more importantly, not a flicker of curiosity.

And don't tell me the sign was made by ignorant English people, because there are at least three Welsh firms that make road signs. I cannot believe that a Welsh council would send work elsewhere. Basically, nobody gave a damn, including the workmen who put it up. The first to spot it were readers of a Welsh-language magazine, the editor of which sorrowfully says it is not a first. Cyclists between Cardiff and Penarth were baffled by a sign, the Welsh text of which warned of "an inflamed bladder". A pedestrian sign in Cardiff briefly said "look right" in English and "look left" in Welsh. A school in Wrexham had "staff" translated as "wooden staves". In all these cases, great chains of personnel must have let it all through.

Look, I have nothing against efforts to preserve the Welsh language. It is beautiful, heartstoppingly so when spoken mellifluously by my friend Mari, or recited as poetry. I applaud its being taught in Welsh schools (though the results seem dubious, given this debacle). And if the Welsh Assembly feels strongly that signs should be in both languages, even if nobody actually needs them to be, I defend their democratically endorsed decision to the last bewildering consonant. Anyway, as a visitor I rather like having the Service area beyond the Severn Bridge announce itself as a Gwasanaethau, and often make spirited attempts to pronounce it. It adds exoticism to a long journey.

No: the real hilarity of the road sign affair is that it is so beautifully typical of modern life in an overmanaged, system-crazy, authoritarian society where regulation and routine either deaden common sense and initiative, or frighten it into silence. On the same train where I spluttered helplessly over the Welsh sign, the usual announcement kept telling passengers not to leave any luggage unattended "at any time". Passengers heading for the lavatory or the buffet, however, were not hefting giant half-term suitcases and rucksacks, nor did anyone expect them to. Another safety-conscious announcement warned us to remain in our seats until the train came to a complete halt at Paddington. But if passengers getting off at Slough took this "safety" advice they would never all make it to the door with their baggage before the train shot off again.

Look wider: it is all around you, this robotic senselessness. A village playgroup may not employ a granny well known to everybody these 50 years until she has waited weeks for a formulaic, expensive vetting certificate from the lumbering machinery of Capita's Criminal Records Bureau. Even so, if she then wants to help the Sea Scouts with their dinghies she'll need a whole new check. A small-town bank manager who has known a pensioner for 30 years still has to put him through cumbersome "anti-money-laundering" procedures to open an ISA. Doorkeepers in office buildings who have seen staff members a hundred times must make them wait for an escort if their ID card fails to bleep.

Elsewhere, a Marks & Spencer staff member refuses to speak to a small child's mother about a faulty Superman outfit because "data protection law" insists they deal with the owner. A pair of evangelists get warned off by a Community Support Officer because Christianity constitutes "hate crime in a Muslim area". A builder gets fined Pounds 30 for smoking in his own private van. In those last three cases, jobsworths actually got the law wrong. But so cowed and confused do you get when you work in a huge unwieldy system, so used to not being trusted to blow your own nose without "guidelines", that these things are bound to happen. Thus somebody in a Welsh transport department thinks: "It has to be in Welsh, that stuff looks like Welsh, OK, it doesn't look as if it's about lorries, but better not query it."

It is all about the fear of stepping out of the groove, making an independent decision or asking an intelligent question. People are not naturally like that. It is fiddly systems and unimaginative management that make them that way. So employees, strike out! Ask questions beginning with "why?" at least once a day. Point out that, even if the emperor does have clothes, they're on inside out.

Incidentally, the Welsh for "the emperor has no clothes" is "r hymerawdwr has na ddillad". Only, when I reversed that again, it came out as "Group emperor ace I do garments". See? You can't trust everything that comes out of your computer. Or your rule book.
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TEACHERS banned for professional misconduct could be allowed back in the classroom because of a loophole in new child protection rules, The Daily Telegraph can disclose.

Only sex offenders and violent criminals will be automatically prevented from teaching under the controversial new vetting system. It will check the backgrounds of 11 million adults.

However, the register it replaces - known as List 99 - also includes staff who have been found guilty of fraudulent behaviour or who are prevented from teaching for medical reasons.

It means that teachers who lied on their CVs or helped pupils cheat in exams will be allowed to apply for new jobs in schools, along with those with a history of mental illness, alcoholism or drug abuse.

Critics said the loophole made a mockery of the supposedly tough new system, which was set up by the Independent Safeguarding Authority (ISA) in the wake of the Soham murders.

Flaws with List 99 almost cost the former education secretary Ruth Kelly her job when it was discovered that at least 88 sex offenders had been left off the list, with one allowed to get a job as a PE teacher. Nick Gibb, the shadow schools minister, said yesterday: "It is vital that nobody guilty of professional misconduct is allowed to slip through the net when the ISA takes over List 99. The Government's record in overseeing large databases is appalling and List 99 has had particular problems in the past.'' Margaret Morrissey, of the lobby group Parents Outloud, added: "It's probably the worst news parents could receive that List 99 is going to be abolished and half the people on it will no longer be barred.''

The ISA is being brought in gradually over five years, and aims to clear the first million workers by next October.

Teachers still have to gain Criminal Records Bureau clearance but this only brings up convictions and cautions.

At the last count there were 8,036 people on List 99, including all child sex offenders regardless of whether they have worked with children.

A spokesman for the Department for Children, Schools and Families said all profession misconduct cases on List 99 would be placed in a "consider to bar'' category.

"We refer all these cases to the ISA so that the ISA can determine whether there is a child protection component or not,'' added the spokesman.
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AS A recently retired head teacher, I was not surprised to discover that officials from the Training and Development Agency are busy recruiting financial sector workers from the debris of the credit crunch (Raid on City helps plug teacher gap, News, and Goodbye City, hello classroom, News Review, last week).

Many people in classrooms do not have degrees in the subjects they teach nor do they have a teaching qualification.

The "mum's army" really has taken over in our schools. The latest rank in the unqualified battalions, the cover supervisor, teaches maths and physics on a regular basis with just a Criminal Records Bureau check.

Head teachers are content to employ these willing folk because they are cheap and parents do not question whether their child's "new teacher" is qualified. Will the bankers and accountants being wooed be too expensive for school budgets?

Tony Callaghan

Director, Teachers in Classrooms

(C) Times Newspapers Ltd, 2008 
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The largest civil service union last night announced a one-day national strike on November 10 and an indefinite overtime ban across Whitehall, signalling the beginning of a new winter of discontent over pay curbs and job losses among public sector workers.

The move comes as the National Union of Teachers is balloting for a fresh series of strikes in schools and Unite, the country's largest union, has decided to coordinate industrial action with civil servants in the NHS, where it has 100,000 workers.

The walkout will also be followed by a rolling programme of strikes which will hit different Whitehall departments and agencies, aimed at causing "maximum" disruption to government services. Ministers are to be given minimum notice of the extra action so they have little time for contingencies.

The Public and Commercial Services Union has more than 300,000 civil service members, concentrated in jobcentres, tax offices, the courts and prison service, the coastguard service, driving and vehicle licence centres, passport offices, and Whitehall departments from defence to the Home Office. Its members staff call centres as well as processing passports and applications for clearance to work in sensitive areas by the Criminal Records Bureau. Already, a work to rule in the Liv erpool office has led to delays in processing CRB applications.

The action could particularly hit the growing number of jobless who will be applying for benefit.

Mark Serwotka, the general secretary of PCS, said yesterday: "We do not intend to single out the unemployed by our action."

He said : "Civil servants are the worst treated of all public sector workers because the two per cent ceiling covers not just pay rises but annual merit rises as well. As a result staff in the Department for Work and Pensions are receiving a nil per cent pay rise this year because all the money is going on annual merit rises. In the tax offices the reverse is true, with no money going to merit rises, so everybody gets a 2% rise.

"This treatment is being meted out even though pay rates are extraordinarily low, with one in four of our members earning less than pounds 16,500 a year. There is a three-week opportunity to avoid damaging industrial action, where the government can pay heed to the Bank of England's warning on the economic consequences that the squeeze on wages is having."

The union wants a 5% rise to keep up with inflation. "I can assure you that the extra money my low-paid members need will not be spent being invested offshore in hedge funds, but will go to paying food and fuel bills," he said.

On the lowest pay grade, civil servants at the Department for Work and Pensions are earning 13p above the minimum wage of pounds 5.87 an hour. The government had to break its 2% norm to increase pay for watch assistants, who monitor shipping for the coastguard service, or it would have been open to prosecution for paying staff below the minimum wage.

At last month's TUC conference Alistair Darling, the chancellor, pledged to investigate the imposition of nil per cent pay rises at the DWP, indicating that the government was prepared to look at relaxing the rules. But Serwotka said yesterday that no action has been taken since. Treasury officials told the union that neither Darling nor Yvette Cooper, chief secretary to the Treasury, had asked them to examine the issue. Ministers would be left with a pounds 300m extra bill to pay for the changes.

The government has been determined to keep to the 2% pay ceiling, even blocking agencies and departments that had the cash from paying out more money to staff.

James Purnell, the work and pensions secretary, who plans to cut DWP staff by another 12,000 as part of a rolling programme of Whitehall cuts, may be forced to do a U-turn because of the worsening economic situation.

Officials at the DWP have told unions that ministers now estimate they need an extra 2,000 staff in jobcentres to handle a growing tide of unemployment claims. But it was not clear yesterday whether these would be extra jobs - or whether the ministry would reduce job cuts to 10,000.

5%

The pay increase being demanded by the PCS union, which claims one in four of its members earns under pounds 16,500 a year
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When Helen fell pregnant at 15, her life was turned upside down. While her friends were out clubbing, she was stuck at home with a baby. She began to feel isolated and depressed. So it was a great relief when her health visitor invited her to join a support group for teenage mothers, especially when she was assigned one-to-one support from a mentor. As well as providing a listening ear, 20-year-old Tamsin, a youth worker and herself a young mother, would be able to advise her on education and training opportunities.

They met weekly at first, on neutral ground and Helen was grateful for the support. Alarm bells started ringing when she was invited to her mentor's flat one evening. As she smoked cannabis, Tamsin told Helen about the abuse she had suffered as a child. "From that point on, it was as if we switched roles," recalls Helen. "I knew something wasn't quite right about it, but I was young and vulnerable. I felt sorry for her and wanted to help."

Despite her unease, when Tamsin became homeless, Helen let her move into her flat. "She'd bring guys back, have parties and wreck the place," she recalls. "Then she'd disappear for days on end, leaving me with her son. I started off as a struggling young mother of one and suddenly I had two children to look after. I asked her to leave. We don't speak any more."

The experience has left her cynical about mentoring. "It's scary to think of people like that being allowed to work with vulnerable young people. Someone must have known she was unstable. If I didn't have family support, she could have really messed up my life."

A report published by the rightwing Centre for Policy Studies echoes her concerns. In Youth Mentoring: A Good Thing?, author Richard Meier argues that youth mentoring schemes could be doing more harm than good. "While good mentoring can work for some young people, there is little evidence to suggest it works for all, particularly the most disadvantaged." There are 3,500 mentoring programmes currently running in the UK. Last month the government announced a pounds 3.8m cash injection to help fund schemes in knife-crime hotspots.

Young people with emotional or behavioural difficulties are often targeted for mentoring. Individual programmes vary, but typically involve a weekly one-to-one meeting. While some mentors may simply provide a non-judgmental listening ear, others might offer practical help with job-hunting or getting into education.

Negligible benefits

But research into the benefits of mentoring has proved inconclusive. A 2002 study carried out by American researchers revealed only "small or modest" benefits. A 2004 study commissioned by the Youth Justice Board on its 80 mentoring schemes raised doubts as to whether mentoring makes a significant or lasting difference to young people at all. The problem is, says Meier, mentoring schemes are largely staffed by volunteers, who may be ill-equipped to work with vulnerable young people.

There is no specific qualification or experience needed to become a youth mentor. While volunteers working with children are often required to have a Criminal Records Bureau (CRB) check, most are accepted following a short interview. While the Mentoring and Befriending Foundation (MBF), the national strategic body that supervises mentoring schemes across the UK, encourages and supports good practice, there are no statutory requirements for training and supervision, which means quality can vary.

A poorly managed mentoring scheme has left 15-year-old Ben feeling cynical. He wasn't happy when teachers informed him he was being given a mentor, because of his "anger problems". "I'd had a couple of fights, what teenager doesn't? I was one of 20 in my year to be chosen, out of 200 kids. I knew there were much worse kids than me. It made me feel like a bad kid."

Nevertheless, he warmed to his mentor, and appreciated having someone to listen. However, things turned sour when he learned she had shared personal information with a colleague. "The first thing she told me was that it would all remain confidential. After three sessions, I confided in her that things weren't good at home. In the fourth session, she brought a colleague and started going on about getting me into foster care." The mentoring relationship broke down. "I was given a mentor because of my so-called anger and it ended up making me feel angrier."

The CPS report is particularly critical of the MBF, saying there is a lack of rigour and regulation in its work. But its deputy chief executive, Steve Leach, believes this is down to misunderstanding of the role of mentoring. "We've never said mentoring on its own is the shining light which will solve all social ills. What we've said is that it can work alongside other services, as part of a package. Obviously there are always going to be one or two examples of mentoring where it doesn't work out, but the report is not representative of the good work happening around the country."

Meier remains unconvinced. "What is the rationale for believing that placing an adult with minimal training with a vulnerable young person will be helpful? Government and individual mentoring organisations have to stop claiming that mentoring is some kind of panacea for disaffected youth. It should be recognised as a highly skilled, specific form of intervention for troubled youth and needs to be much more carefully monitored than it is now."

Some names have been changed
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CHILDREN are growing up trusting no one, an influential peer has warned, as Britain's society becomes increasingly suspicious and risk-averse.

Baroness Neuberger, the Government's independent volunteering champion and one of the country's first female rabbis, believes the widespread fear of sexual predators and the burden of red tape are putting people off working with young people. As a result, she said, common kindness and the idea that we should look after each other are now "unfashionable'', leaving people to focus on their own needs.

This also means we tolerate a "high level of neglect and abuse'' of elderly people, ignore members of our extended families, and turn our backs on those with mental health problems or living in care, she claims.

The Liberal Democrat peer concludes, in an essay for the Joseph Rowntree Foundation as part of its series on modern "social evils'', that Britons must learn to trust one another again, and stop the corrosive effects of blame, suspicion and neglect - or society will disintegrate.

Her comments were made amid increasing concerns that government policies are poisoning relationships between people.

Many people already say they are put off volunteering to work with children because of costly and time-consuming Criminal Records Bureau checks, and the problem is to worsen from next year when all 11.3 million adults who work with young people will have to undergo detailed background checks.

Recent figures indicate there are no male teachers under 25 working in England's state-run nurseries, such is the fear of being branded a paedophile, while single mothers are being encouraged to ask police whether people they know pose a danger to their children.

Lady Neuberger said: "I have watched bemused as we seem to have become less and less caring for - or even aware of the suffering of - the most vulnerable in our society. We are into understanding ourselves, into self-improvement, and our view of faith is also increasingly individualistic.''

She said the changes began during the 1980s, as the prime minister of the time, Margaret Thatcher emphasised the importance of the individual over society and the consumer replaced the citizen.

The problem was highlighted after the death of Diana, Princess of Wales when, according to Lady Neuberger, public outpouring of grief was really about people feeling sorry "for themselves''.

She said mistrust and hostility to others deepened following the terrorist attacks of 9/11 and 7/7, and the Soham and Madeleine McCann cases, and the situation was made still worse by the Government's response of increasing surveillance and bureaucracy.

Lady Neuberger said: "We have become seriously risk-averse - fearful as a nation, scared of terrorists, child molesters and violence on the street - and as a result we make it harder and harder to help those who need our aid.

"Such a level of protection as we have instituted will make children unable to trust anyone. We restrict and we regulate, hoping to make abuse impossible, while knowing we cannot. And, that way, we deter the willing and the kind.'' She concludes that we must "rebuild trust'' by politicians becoming closer to voters and the media putting less emphasis on blame.
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For the past two years we have run a scheme to recruit unemployed men from black and ethnic minority backgrounds into roles as teaching assistants at Islington's primary schools.

The scheme had a double purpose. First, we wanted to improve the results of black pupils. In 2004, only half of our African- Caribbean boys reached the expected standard in English and maths by the end of primary school. We felt that having positive male role models in the classroom would help them. Secondly, we had significant unemployment in the borough. The figures showed that it was highest among black men. We saw this scheme as a way of addressing two problems at once.

The starting point was a training programme that included ten hours a week volunteering in a classroom. All adults applying to work with young people are required to satisfy Criminal Records Bureau checks. In certain cases, these revealed evidence of past minor misdemeanours, but this did not, in itself, mean automatic exclusion from the programme. Clearly, potential applicants who had lied about their past, or who had been involved in acts of violence, were not permitted to join the programme.

We felt, however, that it was important to recognise and emphasise the fact that people who had got off to a less-than-positive start as young adults would still have the opportunity to turn their lives around. Many of the men who were recruited grew up in London when being black and in the wrong place at the wrong time could result in arrest, even for the most minor of indiscretions.

However, they had since proved over many years that they were now law-abiding members of the community. Interestingly, many of the successful applicants, whose average age is 36, had turned their lives around when they became parents and, often, sole carers.

All the head teachers involved knew about the participants' backgrounds and, as with any other school visitor, they were supervised at all times.

The training scheme was intensive, but about three quarters of the participants finished it. The same proportion of men have now started working as teaching assistants. Several have expressed interest in training as teachers.

We are very proud of our latest test results, which showed that more than three quarters of our African-Caribbean boys made the grade in English and maths; this is in line with the national average. This scheme is not the only factor in that improvement - Islington council has a number of initiatives in this area - but I am confident that it played an important part.

The programme was funded by European money routed through the London Development Agency. That grant has finished but I am confident that someone will want to fund the scheme because they can see that it works.

We may also change the emphasis a little in the future. Recent research suggested that it is now white working-class boys who are falling behind, so we could look at adapting the programme to encourage more white working- class men to work in classrooms.

Graham Smith is writing in a personal capacity. He works for Cambridge Education, which provides education services for the London Borough of Islington
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Employers are abusing the system to snoop on recruits, report Jon Ungoed Thomas and Georgia Warren

Police files that were opened up with the aim of helping to protect children from sex offenders are being sold for as little as Pounds 37 to employers who simply want to find out more about job applicants.

The Criminal Records Bureau (CRB), an executive agency of the Home Office, was set up six years ago to carry out checks on prospective employees whose work would bring them into contact with children and vulnerable adults. Its declared aim is to identify those unsuitable for such work.

But a Sunday Times investigation has established that the CRB is passing files to more than 50 recruitment agencies and corporate investigators which check the background of people applying for jobs that may have nothing to do with children or other vulnerable groups.

Some offer unlawful checks of potential business partners and staff, ranging from web designers to clerical workers. The disclosures mean further questions for Jacqui Smith, the home secretary, already embroiled in a row over the loss of criminal data.

Last week Paul Cavadino, the chief executive of Nacro, a charity that works to reduce crime, called for an inquiry into the trade in CRB records. He said: "The law is clearly being flouted in some cases and it is outrageous that it has been allowed to happen."

One of the agencies accredited by the CRB - the United Criminal Records Bureau - offers criminal record checks for potential employees for Pounds 37. For an extra Pounds 5 it can supply an enhanced check that may include unproven police intelligence.

Operating out of a detached house in Bexleyheath, Kent, it claims to scrutinise thousands of police records each year. When approached last week by an undercover reporter asking for information about medical sales staff, it offered checks on a range of employees "as long as you are willing to pay upfront".

Meena Thiagarajan, a director of the company which operates United Criminal Records Bureau, recommended enhanced checks for administrative staff who were handling confidential company documents. "Whatever they've done in their entire life will come up on their enhanced disclosure," she claimed.

She said an employee's agreement should be obtained for a request for the file but admitted that she did not obtain original documentation, such as a passport, to check the validity of the application. The reporter did not follow up her offer by submitting an application.

When confronted by The Sunday Times, Thiagarajan said all applications were carefully checked and she would not have submitted an unlawful one. In some cases enhanced checks on administrative staff were justified, she said.

The CRB was established under the Police Act 1997, which stipulates that checks be confined to those working with children and vulnerable adults, and some specific jobs such as police officers, lawyers and accountants. It was launched in March 2002 with the objective of improving access to criminal records in the interests of public safety.

The owner of another CRB-accredited agency, who asked not to be identified, said legal checks on credit card ratings, mortgage details and driving records were routinely checked for job applicants. She said some companies were also offering unlawful checks on criminal records, with a complete background check costing as much as Pounds 100.

"It's easy to abuse the system," she said. "You can get almost anyone's criminal record because there are no proper checks to ensure you're complying with the law."

At least some of the information held by the CRB appears to have been sent to companies overseas. The CRB lists one company on its website, Personnel Profile Specialists Ltd (PPSL), at a residential address in Upminster, Essex, but its head office is in Auckland, New Zealand.

The PPSL website states: "PPSL are unique in New Zealand as we are the only organisation with an office in the UK registered to access records from the Criminal Records Bureau...this has proven exceptionally useful to our clients."

Richard Peach, who owns the company, said it was not currently accredited by the CRB but had always complied with rules when checking British criminal records.

The law was a "grey area", he said. But he believed a criminal record, once in the public domain, should be accessible.

Other companies accredited to check criminal records, according to the CRB website, include Kroll and Control Risks, two international security companies, which offer employee-screening services. There is no suggestion that any of their checks has been unlawful.

Many employees are worried by the ease with which dubious or borderline checks can be made because of the minor misdemeanours and unproven allegations that can be unearthed. In one case, the subject of a complaint to the information commissioner, a CRB search revealed the theft of a packet of meat worth 99p in 1984 when the person involved was 16.

Nacro now gets about 20,000 calls a year from people with concerns about the CRB system, including unlawful checks, compared to about 7,000 a year when it was first launched.

A CRB helpline offers little support. One caller who complained of an unlawful check last week was told there was little the CRB could do to help, even though it was accepted by the telephone operator that the rules appeared to have been broken. "If you don't comply, obviously they will not employ you," the caller was told.

In a landmark case Derek Howman, 46, from Weaverham, Cheshire, who was fired from his job as a gardener at a residential home after an enhanced CRB check, is taking legal action. He claims the check, which revealed two spent offences, was unlawful. He is seeking compensation.

His case is backed by the information commissioner, who concluded that the CRB check appeared to be unwarranted.

Nacro says it would prefer new a system where employees in the caring professions are vetted by a licensing authority without the criminal records being sent to employers.

The Home Office stated that agencies could have their accreditation removed if they carried out improper checks.

(C) Times Newspapers Ltd, 2008 
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JUNIOR doctors are having to go through criminal records checks every six months, with some being charged for the privilege.

Thousands of doctors in training move hospitals every six months to gain experience in different areas of medicine, with NHS trusts insisting that they have a Criminal Records Bureau check each time - even if it leaves them unable to start their posts. Two hospitals in south London charge doctors pounds 36 per CRB check.

Ram Moorthy, the chairman of the British Medical Association's Junior Doctors Committee, said: "It is unacceptable for junior doctors to be made the scapegoat for penny-pinching trusts.

"It is high time hospital trusts started to communicate with each other to end this bureaucratic nonsense.''

Education: Capita competes to take over pounds 156m Sats contract after ETS is fired: Congestion charge firm missed out first time Teachers urge overhaul of tests after marking fiasco
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The controversial data-handling firm Capita is in the frame to run next year's Sats after the American-owned company responsible for the late delivery of this year's tests was sacked yesterday.

ETS Europe has been ordered to pay back pounds 24.1m of nearly pounds 40m it received to run the testing process and stripped of the pounds 156m five-year deal after its handling of the test results collapsed. Government agencies will now oversee the delivery of the last 30,000 results and the appeal process. ETS has been banned from contacting schools directly.

Teacher unions cast doubt on whether a new contract could be awarded in time to deliver next year's Sats to 1.2m pupils in England, and called on ministers to take the opportunity to overhaul the system.

Ed Balls, the schools secretary, who returned from his summer break to deal with the announcement yesterday, signalled that the problems could trigger some reform of Sats. He said: "The system is not set in stone. I'm open to reform long-term. There are a number of things we're looking at - the Making Good Progress pilot is one of those, but it would be wrong to rush into a change straight away." Making Good Progress is a pilot scheme of lower intensity testing currently underway. Balls ruled out suspending Sats for 2009.

Ken Boston, chief executive of the Qualification and Curriculum Authority (QCA), said yesterday the body would launch an urgent tendering process and that he expected organisations which previously expressed an interest to bid again. ETS was one of five companies shortlisted two years ago. Edexcel, the only for-profit national exam board in England, which ran the Sats before ETS, has publicly declared that it bid and lost last time. The Guardian has learned that Capita also bid.

Two of the three major exam boards have already ruled themselves out of the contract, saying they did not believe there was a strong enough educational rationale for Sats. Greg Watson, head of the OCR exam board, said it did not bid because the tests were used to measure schools against one another, rather than qualifying a child at a certain level and diagnosing skills. A second exam board, AQA, also said it had not bid because of concerns about the purpose of the tests.

One senior examiner said that the process was so educationally "vacuous" that it would be more suited to a company such as Capita, which is used to dealing with large-scale public sector data projects rather than educational examinations.

Capita, which already runs vast public sector contracts, such as London's congestion charge and educational maintenance allowances, has had its own problems in delivering contracts. Its establishment of the Criminal Records Bureau in 2002 was hit by delays and the Individual Learning Accounts programme, which it ran a contract for, collapsed in 2001 after evidence of fraudulent activities emerged.

Opposition MPs complained that ETS has still received pounds 16m for this year's Sats, but Balls insisted that once the cost of administering the tests was considered the company would be out of pocket, not the taxpayer. Boston has refused to rule out his own resignation over the debacle. The QCA's role in the fiasco will be investigated under an independent inquiry.

John Dunford, general secretary of the Association of School and College Leaders, said that schools that had struggled with ETS would feel vindicated, but warned: "Many markers have lost confidence in the system and, even with ETS out of the picture, it will be difficult to deliver a wholly successful system in 2009."

Mary Bousted, general secretary of the Association of Teachers and Lecturers, was more stark: "It is simply not possible for the QCA to appoint a new test contractor to deliver the Sats exams for 2009."

ETS apologised for the delay but insisted the quality of marking was high.

Leader comment, page 36 ?

Two major exam boards have claimed Sats measure schools against one another rather than testing skills Photograph: Alamy
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Comment | The big question

Why are we asking this now?

Surrey County Council has been criticised by Ofsted over its "unacceptable and dangerous" efforts to vet staff working with children, warning that youngsters are being put at risk as a result. The issue of checking teachers, youth workers and others responsible for youngsters' welfare has steadily risen up the agenda during the last decade, and the Government is preparing to launch an agency that could result in a quarter of the adult population being vetted for any criminal past.

But there are signs of a backlash against the increase in child protection measures, with claims that it is poisoning the relationships between the generations and deterring law-abiding members of the community from volunteering to work with children.

When did the current checking system start?

Fears grew in the 1990s that children and vulnerable adults had little protection from people that sought to abuse them. As police did not have the time or resources to look into the background of job applicants, the Criminal Records Bureau (CRB) was set up in 2002 to carry out rapid checks.

But the same year the CRB failed spectacularly when it allowed Ian Huntley, the school caretaker who carried out the Soham murders, to slip through the net although he had previously been accused of rape, indecent assault and burglary. The result was a dramatic tightening of the checks faced by all people whose work - either as a paid employee or volunteer - brings them into contact with youngsters.

What sort of employees are we talking about?

The CRB says that includes teachers, care workers, scout and guide leaders, registered childminders, sports coaches, youth club workers, foster carers or adoptive parents.

A typical story is told by a children's librarian from south London. She has undergone four checks in the last three years: for her job, as a school governor, as a volunteer in her parish church and to accompany her children on school trips.

What checks are carried out?

The CRB, which has carried out more than 15 million checks since it was set up, describes itself as a "one-stop-shop", checking police records and, where relevant, information held by the Department of Health and the Department for Children, Schools and Families.

For its standard check, it will trawl the Police National Computer for details of current and spent convictions, cautions, reprimands and warnings, as well as lists of people banned from working with children and vulnerable adults.

Its "enhanced" checks - aimed at anyone in sole charge of youngsters - also covers "any relevant and proportionate information held by the local police forces".

In its early days, the CRB faced heavy criticism for delays in scrutinising applicants' backgrounds. Today, more than 99 per cent of standard checks are carried out within two weeks, and 95 per cent of enhanced checks within four weeks.

Is so much checking a good thing?

The Home Office, which has responsibility for the CRB, is in no doubt, describing it as a "vital safeguard". It points out that about 20,000 people a year are barred from working with vulnerable individuals as a result of the checks, which it says is "a success in anyone's book".

A spokesman added: "There has to be a way to identify and weed out unsuitable people. But such checks do not mean an end to commonsense. Instead they give employers the tools to make the best employment decisions."

What do critics of the checks say?

They warn that the pendulum has swung so far in the drive to protect children that a general "atmosphere of mistrust" has developed in society. It means that adults are reluctant to interact with other people's children - for example, comforting a toddler who has fallen over - for fear of being labelled a paedophile.

Frank Furedi, leading sociologist and a professor at the University of Kent, argues that the checks have expanded arbitrarily to encompass "virtually any adult who wished to come into contact with any children". He says volunteers at school parties and church events are increasingly being told they cannot help out unless they have been checked by the CRB.

He published research which discovered 28 per cent of people said they knew someone who had been deterred from volunteering by the CRB process.

Martin Narey, the chief executive of the children's charity Barnado's, strongly supports checks on adults' backgrounds. But he has warned: "I am likely to usher my wife forward if a child falls over in the street, lest my picking up the child could be misinterpreted. Adults - particularly men - should not routinely be seen as potential child abusers."

Is the CRB deterring volunteering?

Some charities confirm they are struggling to recruit men, with the children's charity NCH saying only 20 per cent of its volunteers are male, forcing it to use women in roles where men are preferable, such as mentoring boys without a male role-model.

A poll by NCH and the volunteer group Chance UK found that work commitments and lack of time were the most common reasons given by men for not volunteering, but 20 per cent said they did not want to be checked by the CRB and 13 per cent said they were frightened of being branded paedophiles.

Sir Al Aynsley-Green, the Children's Commissioner, recently warned that organisations such as the Girl Guides found it difficult to attract volunteers because of CRB checks. He said: "I do not deny the importance of this, but it is perceived to be a real obstacle for adults working with children." He added that they often "flounder trying to find their way through the morass" of gaining clearance to work with children.

There is also anecdotal evidence, but no firm proof, that some primary schools found it almost impossible to recruit male staff because of the suspicion men might feel they face because of choosing to work with the under-11s.

Will the checks be scaled down?

No. There is no prospect of any government willing to take the risk of being labelled soft on protecting children. Next year sees the launch of the new Independent Safeguarding Authority, whose establishment was recommended by the Soham investigation. It will hold up-to-date lists of adults cleared to work with children and those barred from such posts. Eventually it could hold details of more than 11 million people, or one quarter of the adult population.

Is so much checking a good thing?

Yes...

*You can never be too careful with the safety of children and vulnerable adults

*The Soham murders were a tragic example of the consequences of lax vetting

*Paedophiles are skilled at inveigling themselves into the lives of children

No...

*An atmosphere of mistrust has developed towards to any stranger who talks to children

*Men are being deterred from volunteering to work in community groups and schools

*Adults increasingly think twice about coming to the aid of a child in distress
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News

One of Britain's largest local authorities has been warned by inspectors that its lax procedures for vetting staff working with children are "unacceptable and dangerous", putting them at risk.

Surrey County Council has been criticised by Ofsted, the education standards watchdog, for giving inspectors "false" information about the effectiveness of its vetting procedures. "The poor attention to ensuring that staff are safe to work with children and young people is both unacceptable and dangerous," says Ofsted's report. It adds: "Although the council state in their self-assessment that all staff are robustly CRB [Criminal Records Bureau] checked, this information is false."

The danger to children at risk is exacerbated by a tendency for staff to place too much reliance on the word of parents, and, it adds, in "making the decision that no action is required by children's social care services" staff were too quick to close cases. "There are inadequate arrangements to ensure safe staffing across a range of agencies," it says. The authority is also criticised for a rise in teenage pregnancy rates.

A spokesman for Surrey County Council said: "Action has been taken to ensure all children are effectively safeguarded." All children in need cases had been reviewed. He added: "All staff within children's services who are required to have a valid CRB check either have one in place or are in the process of getting one."
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Teacher's career is wrecked by 'lies'
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A FORMER vice-principal whose career was destroyed by unproven allegations of sex abuse has lost his attempt to have them wiped from his record.

John Pinnington, a father of two, was sacked from his job at a college for autistic adults when the claims, which he describes as "fanciful and speculative'', were disclosed in an enhanced criminal record check.

In a High Court case that could have consequences for thousands of carers working with children and vulnerable adults, he challenged a police decision to include the allegations on his extended criminal record certificate.

But yesterday, two judges concluded that the decision, which was made by Francis Habgood, the Assistant Chief Constable of Thames Valley Police - had not been "unreasonable'' despite "strong doubt'' over the veracity of the allegations.

Lord Justice Richards, sitting with Mr Justice Keith, ruled that Mr Pinnington's prospective employers "should be aware'' of the accusations, however weak and unreliable they were.

He added that despite how "painful and damaging'' disclosure might be, the law said that such information should be revealed to employers "even if it only might be true''.

Mr Pinnington, who switched from a successful career as a technical illustrator to work with vulnerable young adults, was dismissed from his post in 2005 when a charity took over the college and ordered enhanced Criminal Records Bureau (CRB) checks.

The court heard that the record showed up allegations from three young autistic men who had been in his care, including claims that he abused young male adults on a trip. Mr Pinnington, 59, of Wallingford, Oxon, vigorously denied any wrongdoing and no charges had ever been brought.

His QC, Tanya Griffiths, told the court that the allegations made by one of his accusers - a young man with autism who, she said, "could not stop telling lies'' because of his condition - were "fanciful and speculative'' and had been made to "get attention''.

Arguing that none of the allegations made by the three complainants should ever have been disclosed, the barrister said they "lacked cogency and credibility'' and "no one could reasonably have believed that any of them might be true''.

The court heard that the three complainants were interviewed using the controversial "facilitated communication'' techniques that involve people with severe communication problems pointing to objects, pictures, words or letters on a board or computer keyboard.

But Lord Justice Richards concluded: "In each case, the complainant made a sufficiently coherent allegation to lead to the police becoming involved; none of the allegations was unequivocally withdrawn; and nothing that happened after the police became involved was sufficient to establish that the original allegations could not be true.

"In relation to employment with children or vulnerable adults, it is information of which an employer should be aware. It is then for the employer to decide whether the employment of the person concerned involves an unacceptable risk.''

Outside court, Mr Pinnington said the CRB certificate was "based on lies'' but had cost him "my life and my livelihood''. He said he had been jobless for the past three years as a result of the disclosures and was fighting the case to clear his name and to salvage his career.

"I want my life back,'' he said.
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Our son, who is now 25, made unwelcome sexual advances to a girl at university, who reported him to the police. (He was 18 at the time and very drunk.) He pleaded guilty, was put on probation and paid a fine. The offence is listed at the Criminal Records Bureau (CRB) but he is not on the sex offenders register. He later gained a 2:1 at university and has taught for three years at an inner-city state school.

Recently, he was "head hunted" by a community college, interviewed and offered a job for September. He gave in his notice, but last week his "new" school withdrew the offer because of his CRB listing. He has spoken to his present head, who said that if he applied again for a position at his present school, he wouldn't be re-employed. Does this mean he is now considered "unfit to teach"? Does he have any redress?

Name withheld

The key point, according to Jack Rabinowicz, an education lawyer, is that your son is not on the sex offenders register. His CRB result should not prevent him from moving to other schools and more senior posts.

He could apply to the care standards tribunal at the education department to challenge the fact that the job offer at the "new" school was withdrawn and he ought to consult his union.

Chris Woodhead is a former chief inspector of schools and now chairman of the private schools group Cognita. If you have a question for him, please write to him c/o The Sunday Times, 1 Pennington Street, London E98 1ST or e-mail him, with your name and address, at education-questions@ sunday-times.co.uk.
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Keeping young children safe: As a former child protection social worker I couldn't agree more with India Knight (Paranoia has taken over child protection, Comment, last week). I would go further - the obsession with Criminal Records Bureau checks is a red herring. There is a risk that people presume anyone who has passed a CRB check can safely be allowed access to children. In reality, the vast majority of paedophiles are never caught and therefore do not have a criminal record. Additionally, most child sexual abuse is never even disclosed by the child. The answer, as Knight says, is to use your common sense, follow your instincts and (without going into any detail, or frightening them), make sure your children know they should tell you if they feel uncomfortable with, or frightened of, any adult.

Josette Morgan, Potton, Bedfordshire

(C) Times Newspapers Ltd, 2008 
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A STUDENT who dreamed of becoming a nurse has been expelled from her training course because of a spent conviction dating from her teenage years.

Gemma Wilshaw, 24, was asked to leave Northumbria University after only four weeks because of a theft committed eight years previously. While working at a gym, Miss Wilshaw stole pounds 300, allegedly at the request of an older member of staff who had befriended her. She was given a 12-month conditional discharge after admitting the crime and a related fraud charge in 2001.

Miss Wilshaw, who described herself as "vulnerable'' at the time, said her actions were totally "out of character'' and she had never been in trouble with the law before or since.

She declared her conviction on a Criminal Records Bureau form before starting the three-year nursing course last March. But, after the university asked for a full written account of her offence, Miss Wilshaw, from Newcastle, was told her place had been withdrawn.

The Rehabilitation of Offenders Act, which allows people to put minor offences behind them, does not apply to the nursing profession, but each conviction is considered on its own merit. Northumbria University said that it could not comment on an individual case.

Soham measures still not adopted by police
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Police have failed to implement key recommendations made after the Soham murders, five years after the deaths of the schoolgirls Jessica Chapman and Holly Wells, according to a report published yesterday.

The proposals were part of a package of measures to make greater use of technology to monitor known dangerous people. A police database providing a "one-stop shop" where police could check on the background of offenders has been delayed until at least 2010 and the cost has doubled to Pounds 367 million.

The second key measure is a system for electronically sending court decisions - sentences, warrants and bail conditions - back to forces to be put on the Police National Computer.

Sir Ian Magee, who examined how information on criminals is collected and shared with the aim of protecting the public, said that the failure to implement the key Soham measures "was a matter of public concern".

After the murders of the ten-year-old Jessica and Holly in August 2002, a report by Sir Michael Bichard made 31 recommendations to the police, Home Office, Courts Service and other bodies. Nine remain unimplemented four years later and Sir Ian said: "The delay in full implementation means that we are still living with at least some of the risk."

His report also highlights glaring omissions in the sharing of information about criminal convictions, intended to provide greater protection to the public, both within Britain and with the EU.

He also said that there were "significant risks" involved by the failure of different organisations to make better use of the 77 watchlists in Britain containing details of criminals and suspects. Sir Ian added that having 77 different lists was inefficient.

He found that children and the elderly were being put at risk because foreigners gave false names when undergoing criminal records checks.

A total of 130 prosecutions of foreigners took place in the eight months to February after they were discovered working in the care industry and education sector. All of them had been cleared by the Criminal Records Bureau to work with children and the elderly because they applied using a false identity, his report said.
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Joyful innocence is being crushed by the spreading mantra of 'trust no one'

Why have we become such a horribly dirty-minded society when it comes to children? Like the salacious weirdos who pervert religion and use it as a tool to see filth and evil where there is none, we have come to view childhood not as a joyful and innocent state, but as one that constantly needs protecting from depraved attacks and abuses.

It's not just galloping paranoia about every stranger being a paedophile: our anxieties now encompass people known to us. It's got to the point where a crying child can't be comforted or hugged by an adult they don't know, in case that adult actually secretly wants to rape them.

See what I mean about dirty-mindedness? It's off the scale. We none of us asked to become familiar with such demented suspicions and yet they've become second nature for some. As school and nursery terms end this week and there are parties and get-togethers, parents everywhere will anxiously ask each other whether it is okay to take photographs of fully clothed children running around eating cake.

It's absolutely mad, but the climate when it comes to "child protection" is such that we are all forced to address distressing questions - ones that wouldn't ever occur to us naturally. I don't know about you, but I feel polluted by even having to consider asking myself, "is X's really nice daddy a secret perv, who is going to use these photographs of the class picnic unsuitably?", particularly when I know that the answer is "not in a million years".

But "trust no one" has become many people's mantra - and that of many institutions. Last week in south Wales, Jayne Jones, 41, mother of 14-year-old Alex, who has cerebral palsy and is severely epileptic, was barred by her local council from accompanying Alex to school in the taxi that the council provides. Alex, she was told, must travel alone until his mother has passed a Criminal Records Bureau check.

The problem is that Alex is not well. He has a vagus nerve stimulation system fitted under his skin, which works like a pacemaker to control seizures. Taxi drivers can't use it, only Alex's mother and father. But, no dice: no CRB check, no seat in the taxi.

Even more absurdly, if Alex's mother could drive - which she can't - the council would allow her to chauffeur him and pay her expenses. If she were a violent nutcase, of course, she would be free to be a violent nutcase at home in charge of her son - just not for the time it takes to travel by cab, because that would be getting the council into trouble and we wouldn't want that.

It used to be that calling someone "paranoid" was a rare and rather hilarious insult, usually lobbed at someone who had smoked too much weed in their youth. But we're all paranoid now. We live in a society that encourages us at every turn to trust no one - not even ourselves.

Instead, mistrust rules: children are brought up in a spirit-sapping climate of fear and not allowed to go to the park in case they get abducted, parents view other parents with suspicion and alarm and strangers - the old man on the bench who chats to the toddlers every morning - with something approaching panic.

We don't even trust ourselves to raise our own children: we need books written by childcare "professionals" and television programmes featuring advice from childless "experts". In actual fact we know a great deal more than these charlatans, but since we don't any longer trust instinct we genuinely believe that our vast repository of knowledge (and that of our mothers, sisters, aunts, grannies, friends) is worthless and that a newborn baby is better off with a strict routine dreamt up by someone with a financial motive.

In a report co-authored with Jennie Bristow a few weeks ago, the sociologist Frank Furedi, lamenting the demise of trust, mentioned as an example a mother whose child was invited over to play at a new friend's house. The parents reassured the mother that they were "cool" - they'd passed a CRB check. I find this chilling.

Does this artificially induced climate of fear actually benefit anyone? As far as I can see, known sex offenders are still being caught working in schools and children are still being abused - mostly in their own homes, by persons known to them, rather than out and about by utter strangers sunning themselves in the park or by nice ladies who dare not give a lost, weeping child a cuddle.

Obviously it goes without saying that we all want to live in a safer society and to have measures in place that protect the vulnerable. But really: making people frightened to leave their own house doesn't protect anyone. It creates more vulnerability, not less. Encouraging mistrust and suspicion doesn't make anyone happier or safer - it creates anxiety and isolation.

David Cameron's speech in Glasgow East last week, in which he told the fat and the poor that it might perhaps be an idea to take a teeny-weeny bit of responsibility for their circumstances, was considered a bit Old Tory. But the general gist of his speech applies to our disturbed attitudes to childhood: both centre around the notion that we are all helpless victims and there is nothing much we can do about it.

Except, we can. Most of us know how to look after our children and don't need a police check to be left in charge of them or to accompany a school trip. Most of us know a dangerous situation and, being bipeds, know how to walk away from it.

We have, over centuries of evolution, acquired a highly developed instinct, even if we're constantly trying to hush it down. I know who it feels safe to leave my children with and who it doesn't and I expect you do, too; I can tell who's kind and who's mean; and, without wanting to sound too much like an old hippie, I find most people to be very kind indeed.

That is what we need to remember: people are broadly good and those that aren't may not be terribly nice, but that doesn't mean they are of a criminal bent. If we want to affect a societal change when it comes to childhood and quality of life in general, having faith in people's goodness, trusting them to be kind and trusting ourselves to recognise kindness when we see it would constitute far more of a sea-change than any number of CRB checks.

india.knight@sunday-times.co.uk
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SIR - Meg Hillier, the Home Office Minister (Letters, July 9), is proud of the record of the Criminal Records Bureau because, by her own measure of a 0.02 per cent failure rate, it has managed to damage the lives of 680 people.

We need to persuade technocrats like Miss Hillier to abandon the target mindset which gives her and others great satisfaction when a percentage target is achieved. Satisfaction in these matters can only be achieved when 100 per cent of lives are not ruined.

Nicholas Nelson

Chalfont St Peter, Buckinghamshire
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SIR - I believe that the Criminal Records Bureau offers employers the most comprehensive vetting and checking service in the world today (report, July 5).

In the past 12 months, the CRB issued more than 3,400,000 correct criminal record checks with an error rate of 0.02 per cent: a tiny proportion of the total. These checks stopped more than 20,000 unsuitable people - nearly 60 a day - from gaining access to children and vulnerable adults.

However, any error is an issue, which is why we are reducing the number of organisations that can check applications, simplifying forms and introducing an online application system.

The CRB constantly reviews procedures and is working with 43 police forces in England and Wales to speed up checks.

Meg Hillier MP

Home Office Minister

London SW1
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A WOMAN wrongly branded a violent alcoholic and drug addict by the Criminal Records Bureau has been told she will have to allow police to take her fingerprints if she wants to clear her name.

Amanda Hodgson, 36, a law-abiding mother-of-three, learned of her "criminal past'' when applying for a post as a welfare assistant at her local primary school.

A letter from the CRB said she had a criminal record stretching back 18 years, including three convictions for assaulting police officers. It also described her as a one-time heroin addict who is now taking methadone and receiving psychiatric care.

It advised Mrs Hodgson that the only way to clear her name was to be interviewed by police, have her fingerprints taken and these subsequently checked against every un-solved crime in the country.

"I couldn't work out why I'd been sent all this information,'' said Mrs Hodgson yesterday. "Then I realised that it all referred to someone else with the same name. I was horrified.''

Mrs Hodgson, of Preston, Lancs, claims officials would not relent even when she explained that she was a victim of mistaken identity.

"I thought the mix-up would have been easy to sort out. At the time of the first offence I'm supposed to have committed my surname wasn't Hodgson. I didn't take the name until I got married in 1993.''

She added: "In a court of law a defendant is innocent until proven guilty, but I am guilty until proven innocent.''

Time to streamline Criminal Records Bureau checks
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SIR - I wonder if Ray Lewis, London's former deputy mayor for young people, had a CRB check?

Malcolm Allen

Berkhamsted, Hertfordshire

Time to streamline Criminal Records Bureau checks
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SIR - I am in the process of making an application for a CRB check and must provide at least two recent utility bills or bank statements.

This made me realise that it would be very difficult for my wife to make an application, since I pay all the utility bills in my name. Furthermore, we use internet banking and so choose not to receive paper bank statements, for security reasons.

Many couples must find themselves in a similar predicament, especially if they opt for paperless billing from their utility companies.

If similar proof of identity is required for ID card applications, then we are in for some real fun.

Michael Penberth

Soham, Cambridgeshire

Time to streamline Criminal Records Bureau checks
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SIR - Has there been a significant reduction in the abuse of children and vulnerable adults since the Criminal Records Bureau came into existence?

If so, I am happy to continue using the CRB system. If not, I wonder if we need such a cumbersome and inefficient organisation.

Any paedophile who is clever enough not to have been caught may apply for, and will receive, a clear CRB certificate.

Incidentally, I have spoken to the Criminal Records Bureau and was told that there is no requirement for multiple checks for different organisations; it is up to each organisation.

So perhaps the time has come to streamline the system and agree that just one check is all that is needed.

Dr John Brown

East Malling, Kent

Volunteers taxed by Criminal Records Bureau checks
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SIR - While I share the dismay at the paranoia generated by the CRB, I can reassure Dr Tom Perris (Letters, July 2) that CRB checks can be transferable.

I work for two large, highly reputable, but unrelated organisations, each of which routinely requires me to function alongside young people. Both organisations were sufficiently sensible to accept the CRB certification that the other had already generated, thereby saving unnecessary office work and pointless extra financial outlay.

The fact that both of my CRBs became out of date almost as soon as they were issued is merely an incidental curiosity.

Martin Roberts

Upper Rissington, Gloucestershire

Hundreds wrongly accused in safety checks
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News | :: CRIMINAL RECORDS

Hundreds of applicants for jobs in teaching, nursing and voluntary work have been falsely accused of wrongdoing by the Criminal Records Bureau, it was claimed yesterday. The government agency, set up to protect children, was said to be plagued by delays and mistakes as it tried to deal with a dramatically increased workload in recent years. Almost 700 people were unfairly accused in the year to February, while thousands more faced waits of more than two months for checks to be processed. Those affected may have to go through an appeals process to correct wrong information.
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SIR - Surely the irritation of having to undergo numerous CRB checks can be overcome simply by everyone having a national ID card.

At a single swipe, one's suitability would be revealed. Or maybe converting us to this view is part of the Government's agenda.

David Worth

Peterborough

Volunteers taxed by Criminal Records Bureau checks
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SIR - My daughter, a keen footballer, wants to complete a referees' course.

Before officiating, she must get a CRB clearance and attend a child protection course.

She is 14.

Simon Lord

Little Lollingdon, Oxfordshire

Volunteers taxed by Criminal Records Bureau checks
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SIR - The farcical requirement for multiple Criminal Records Bureau checks (Letters, July 4) is simply a stealth tax on volunteering. A positive check is of no more value than an MOT certificate, which only certifies that a vehicle was roadworthy on the day it was tested.

If we are to have them, CRB checks should be made valid for the same duration as a passport. One check should cover all the voluntary groups an individual might be involved with, for both vulnerable adults and children.

It's not exactly rocket science.

Andy Jackson

Cheadle, Staffordshire

Criminal records checks should not undermine value of personal references
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SIR - Having taught in state secondary schools for the past 14 years, I recently had to complete a Criminal Records Bureau check form in order to take up a new post in September.

I agree that the protection of children is paramount, but my referees included two deputy headteachers and a headteacher.

Surely their professional judgment, personal knowledge and recommendation should be sufficient to confirm that I am a suitable person to work with young people, as opposed to the supposed approval given by faceless bureaucrats?

David Smith

Meppershall, Bedfordshire

Medical ethics?: Is it fair to bar an exemplary student from medical school because of a spent conviction?

Jessica Shepherd    
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Majid Ahmed, rejected by Imperial College, says he is 'greatly distressed', but he is not giving up James Glossop/Guzelian

Majid Ahmed had never been as happy as he was on the day he discovered he'd been offered a place to study medicine. The then 17-year-old had logged on to a computer in his school library to check the progress of his university application. He let out a piercing scream of joy and began to jump up and down - the amused librarian told him he'd have to celebrate elsewhere.

Ahmed had grown up in Little Horton in Bradford, where 49% of the inhabitants have no formal qualifications and 37% are unemployed. His parents had split up towards the end of his GCSEs, but he'd still gone on to achieve all A*s, As and Bs - the best results in the history of his school, he was told. He had studied hard for his four As at A-level, in the cramped three-bedroom house he shared with his mother, three brothers and three sisters.All he now wanted was to be a doctor.

It hadn't always been like this. At 16, Ahmed had fallen in with the wrong crowd while trying to fit in at a new school. He was arrested for burglary, with others, and pleaded guilty. He was given a four-month referral order for community service, which he spent at a local YMCA.

It had been his only conviction and he was deeply ashamed. After his arrest, Ahmed vowed to turn himself around. He committed himself to his studies and to voluntary work, with disabled children and adults, and at local GP surgeries.

Five days ago, Ahmed lost his offer at medical school and, at least for the immediate future, his chance to be a doctor. He says he is "overwhelmed by anger", "greatly distressed" and "disappointed".

Spent conviction

Ahmed had not put his spent conviction on his Ucas university application form. He says he was advised he did not have to. For most subjects, this is the case. But for medicine, a conviction is never spent. When a friend who works at Bradford University heard about this, she advised him to "write immediately" to the medical schools to inform them of his conviction. This he says he did a day or two later.

The medical schools acknowledged his letter. They run Criminal Records Bureau checks on all their applicants and his conviction would have come up in any case.

Imperial College London, which had made him the offer, called him for a "fitness to practise" interview. This is when a panel of medical and non-medical experts decide whether an applicant with special circum stances is suitable to train as a doctor.

He failed the interview and had his offer withdrawn. He has been waiting to hear whether his appeal against this has been successful. On Thursday he found out it had not been.

Ahmed's case raises the issue of whether medical schools - and universities - should make concessions for applicants from deprived homes who have spent convictions.

Ahmed, now 18, says they should. "I'm a kid who has grown up surrounded by violence and drugs," he says. "I always seem to meet bad people. I've come to realise that that is because I come from a bad area. Give me a chance and I'll show the universities that I'm not a bad guy. I won't risk their reputation."

For his supporters, Ahmed is a role model for young people in his community. Terry Rooney, Labour MP for Bradford North, says Ahmed has "outstanding qualities", and that his conviction was a "one-off". Tariq Ahmed, manager at an organisation for disabled people in Bradford, Bradnet, says Ahmed was just "in the wrong place at the wrong time" and needs to be given a second chance.

Students like him, from poor backgrounds, with top grades, are much courted by universities and medical schools. The institutions want - and want to be seen - to be widening access. Medicine, in particular, needs a more diverse group of applicants.

According to Kenton Lewis, head of widening participation at St George's medical school, University of London, 80% of UK medical students come from social classes 1 and 2 (professional, managerial or technical). Just under 40% of the UK population belongs to these groups.

However, one of the first duties of a doctor is honesty; how would a patient feel if they knew their doctor had a conviction - albeit spent - for burglary?

Dr Katie Petty-Saphon, executive director of the Medical Schools Council, says: "A spent conviction does not necessarily bar an applicant from entry to medical school. However, admissions deans must think very carefully before admitting a person with a criminal record and consider in detail the nature of the offence.

"The General Medical Council will refuse to put a person deemed unfit to practise on the medical register - it would be doubly harsh to admit a person, allow them to take on debts to pay for the course, and then not allow them to prac tise, despite being in possession of a primary medical qualification."

Ahmed, however, showed Education Guardian a letter from the deputy director of GP provider services of Bradford and Airedale teaching primary care trust. In it Dr Shahid Ali states that if Ahmed achieved the qualifications on the GMC list of medical practitioners and had no further criminal convictions, he would support Ahmed to work for his organisation. "This is anything but black and white," says Professor Robert Lechler, vice-principal (health) of King's College London. "It really does depend on the nature of the offence."

Making allowances

King's encourages students from disadvantaged backgrounds who have lower grades than are normally expected for medicine to apply. "Should we change the bar in terms of probity? I think it's a tricky question and I would be cautious," he says.

Imperial College won't comment on individual applicants. A spokeswoman says: "Imperial complies fully with the Criminal Records Bureau code of practice and does not unfairly discriminate against any applicant on the basis of a conviction.

"In general, the college requests information on a candidate's 'unspent' convictions only. This means that a 'spent' conviction would not preclude a student from being accepted on to the vast majority of Imperial's courses.

"Medicine, however, is focused on preparing students for a specific professional career that has particularly demanding requirements. Medical practitioners hold a position of responsibility in society, and must often deal with vulnerable people and sensitive situations. The public must have confidence in the integrity and probity of its doctors.

"In common with other UK medical schools, Imperial requires every person offered a place on its medical course to undergo an enhanced Criminal Records Bureau check, which reveals all previous cautions and convictions.

"In addition, in the final year of their course, all potential doctors are required by the General Medical Council to complete a declaration of fitness to practise as part of their application for provisional registration, without which doctors cannot practise in the UK. This declaration includes disclosure of all convictions or cautions, and the GMC may also request an enhanced CRB check.

"Imperial believes that by carrying out and acting upon the CRB checks of potential medical students, it plays an important role in helping to uphold this trust."

Ahmed won't give up. "My plan is to study something else, like biomedical sciences or optometry and go into postgraduate medicine," he says. "Maybe if I show universities I'm a good person, they'll give me a chance."

Higher education: Imperial withdraws medical course offer because of spent conviction
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A straight-A-grade student from one of the poorest areas in the country has had an offer of a place on a prestigious medical course withdrawn after admissions officers ruled that a spent criminal conviction meant he could not be trusted to become a doctor.

Majid Ahmed, 18, from Little Horton in Bradford, lost an appeal against the decision by Imperial College London to bar him from its medicine degree, a move that youth justice charities labelled discriminatory and MPs called unfair.

Ahmed was convicted of burglary in 2005 and ordered to serve a four-month referral order for community service. His conviction is now spent and he has since moved schools, volunteered with disability charities and obtained four A grades at A-level in an attempt to train as a doctor.

Imperial initially offered him a place for study this academic year, an offer which was withdrawn after he wrote to tell it of his conviction. The university said the decision had been made to uphold trust in the medical profession. Ahmed appealed, presenting evidence from his school, charities and doctors with whom he has undertaken work experience, but last week the appeal was turned down.

Ahmed said: "I had the place and then it was taken off me. I am overwhelmed by anger that I have let something like this affect my life. I'm greatly distressed - I want to be a doctor.

"I'm a kid who has grown up surrounded by violence and drugs. I always seemed to meet bad people . . . because I came from a bad area. Give me a chance and I'll show the universities that I'm not a bad guy. I won't risk their reputation."

Last night Bill Rammell, the minister for higher education, refused to comment on the case, saying that student selection was a matter for individual universities.

However, he added: "Universities should not turn away talented individuals who have successfully rehabilitated, when their convictions are spent or when they have made positive steps to change their lives and improve their futures."

The decision comes as ministers consider new strategies to encourage more people from the poorest backgrounds to go to the elite universities. Imperial is ranked sixth in the country for medical degrees. Only 4% of its intake is made up of students from the poorest backgrounds.

The General Medical Council yesterday confirmed that people can still become doctors if they have a criminal record. Doctors have to fill in a declaration of fitness to practise as part of their application for provisional registration. A candidate could be barred if they were thought to pose a risk, but evidence including references would be considered.

Paul Cavadino, chief executive of Nacro, the crime reduction charity, said: "This is an appalling way to treat a young man with the potential to become an able and dedicated member of the medical profession. This kind of discrimination can have devastating consequences for individuals."

Stephen Williams, the Liberal Democrat spokesman on universities, said: "To be rejected in this way, having apparently been open and honest with the university, seems very unfair."

Imperial said: "The college requests information on a candidate's 'unspent' convictions only. This means that a 'spent' conviction would not preclude a student from being accepted on to the vast majority of Imperial's courses.

"Medicine, however, is focused on preparing students for a career that has particularly demanding requirements. Medical practitioners hold a position of responsibility in society, and must often deal with vulnerable people. The public must have confidence in the integrity and probity of its doctors.

"Imperial believes that by carrying out and acting upon the CRB [Criminal Records Bureau] checks of potential medical students, it plays an important role in helping to uphold this trust."

Higher Education, page 10 ?

The university blocked Majid Ahmed

to 'uphold trust' in medicine, it said
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SIR - Meg Hillier, the Home Office minister (Letters, June 27), is guilty of spin. The fact that more volunteers are applying for Criminal Records Bureau checks does not translate into more volunteers, simply that organisations throughout the country are becoming scared.

My own musical theatre society, established for 82 years and with a busy programme employing professional directors and musicians in a 1,600-seat theatre, has had a junior group for the past 20 years. Recently, the shortage of committed volunteers has become a problem.

The latest proposals have led to our decision to cease the activities of the junior group.

Sean Bowman

Southsea, Hampshire

Parents are kidding themselves over child protection;Comment;Opinion

Rod Liddle   
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Have you noticed how on children's television the presenters never actually come into contact with the kids? They beam at them like half-wits, while showing them how to build simple wind farms or recycling plants or mosques out of crepe paper and organic yoghurt pots - but they never touch them.

I suppose this is because parents across the country might take them for wrong 'uns and immediately phone Esther Rantzen's hugely successful ChildLine. Apparently there are paedophiles lurking behind every privet hedge. It thus follows that anyone who wants to work in children's TV must be a bit suspect, not quite right. Ditto Scout leaders, all youth workers, teachers, parents and so on.

There's a fine study out last week from the think tank Civitas, written by the reformed commie Frank Furedi, called Licensed to Hug, which makes the excellent point that this overprotectiveness is "poisoning" the relationship between adults and children. Furedi says that 11.3m people in this country will need to be vetted by the Criminal Records Bureau if they intend to work with children - a staggering invasion of privacy and personal liberty.

However, this bureaucratic mechanism doesn't work because it removes the crucial element of personal judgment. If someone turns up for a job working with children, he will be taken on so long as he has the requisite piece of paper from the CRB - even if he is wearing a stained raincoat, concealing a bag of lemon bonbons in his right hand and sweating slightly. Voluntary groups say many fewer people wish to involve themselves in children's activities as a result.

A friend of mine, who takes 8 to 11-year-olds for football training, was vetted, along with about 15 similarly public-minded individuals. He recalled with grim weariness the rozzer saying to them threateningly, as they stood in a line: "Three of you lot are probably paedophiles. We don't know who you are yet, but we'll find out." Why would anyone but a paedophile wish to put themselves through such humiliation? My mate was also told: never, ever, allow yourself to be alone with a child. Parents will be familiar with school sports days and the requirement for mums and dads to sign a register if they wish to take photographs of their children coming last in the sack race.

We have kidded ourselves that this snooping, mistrustful interference is necessary because we love our children and will do anything to prevent harm from coming to them - certainly, that's Rantzen's view. But there is a good case for saying that it is a consequence of the precise opposite: that while our kids are an agreeable accessory, one shouldn't be expected to take full responsibility for them - it can be franchised out to the suspicious eyes of the state.

(C) Times Newspapers Ltd, 2008 

Criminal record checks undermine use of judgment
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SIR - I recently applied to join a quango in an unpaid role which involved adults meeting in committee four times a year. The committee has no contact with children.

Not only was it a condition of my application that I submit to a Criminal Records Bureau check (Letters, June 27), but also applicants' spouses or partners had to agree to be checked as well. That was the end of my application, and one more volunteer lost to community service.

The perhaps unintended consequences of excessive vetting is that independent-minded people will not submit to checks, and voluntary groups are gradually becoming populated by conformists.

Vetting also absolves us from using sound judgment. Without any need for referees, it is easy to rely on a CRB check, which only says what a person has done in the past, not what he will do in future.

Vivien Stoddart

Milford Haven, Pembrokeshire

Parents face checks for children's sports trips
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HUNDREDS of thousands of parents will be banned from taking children to sports matches next year unless they undergo criminal record checks.

Under regulations due to come into force in October, 11 million adults will have to be vetted before they come into contact with children or vulnerable adults.

The number includes parents asked by organisers of youth sport teams to ferry other people's children to fixtures. However, the rules can be misinterpreted as checks are not necessary if a parent offers a lift to a friend's children without telling the club.

The Safeguarding Vulnerable Groups Act 2006 will come into force alongside the Independent Safeguarding Authority, which will vet the adults.

The guidance explicitly covers "parents - on behalf of e.g. a sports club - transporting others' children to training sessions or games such as an after-school football match''.

It says "a private arrangement where e.g. parents X and Y arrange to take it in turns to pick up their own and the other's children'' will not be subject to the scheme.

"But if the club or school arrange the transport ... then club or school is the regulated activity provider.'' Prof Frank Furedi, whose "Licensed to hug?'' report for the think tank Civitas triggered a debate on the use of Criminal Records Bureau (CRB) checks this week, said he knew of parents who had been rebuked for taking too many children to matches without being vetted.

He said: "I have talked to people who were reprimanded for taking three to four boys to football training.''

The checks were introduced after Ian Huntley, a school caretaker, murdered 10-year-olds Jessica Chapman and Holly Wells in Soham in 2002.

Community Service Volunteers, which represents 230,000 volunteers, said CRB checks were "already reducing people's willingness to volunteer through their intrusion and delays''.

The Government said this month it was concerned that "potential volunteers can be put off if they were being asked to undergo a CRB check''.

Kevin Brennan, the children and families minister, said last night: "Parents who volunteer to help with schools, or sports clubs, will need to be registered for free with the new scheme, if the activity is frequent or on an intensive basis.

"We make no apology for ensuring that those who work with children frequently whether on a paid or voluntary basis must be registered with the scheme.''

CRB wastes money and alienates volunteers by not providing one overall check for different organisations
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SIR - In discussing the harm being done by the Criminal Records Bureau checks, I would like to point out the huge financial cost and the inefficiency of this bureaucracy (report, June 26).

At present, I have five CRB checks in force: one for teaching at a secondary school, one for teaching voluntarily at a primary school, one because I run a Cub Scout pack, one because I sing in a church choir and one because I am the voluntary licensee of a church club. Surely, in this age of the computer, one should have been sufficient.

Each of these has cost either the taxpayer or private organisations pounds 31 or pounds 36. Surely the billions of pounds wasted in this way could have been put to a better use?

David Shrubbs

Sutton Coldfield, West Midlands

The care worker who can't get a job because of a crime he didn't commit
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A CARE WORKER who was sacked after a criminal record check revealed an unfounded allegation of abuse against him is fighting a legal battle to clear his name.

John Pinnington, a father of two children, from Benson, Oxon, claims that the police were wrong to disclose the allegation to his new employer. He is now awaiting the outcome of a judicial review.

The dispute has become a major test case. His lawyers say that if he loses, thousands of carers will be prevented from working with children and vulnerable adults.

Mr Pinnington was fired from his post as deputy principal of Thomley Hall, a college for autistic children in Oxfordshire, when his employers requested an enhanced Criminal Records Bureau (CRB) check after he took the job in 2005.

The check revealed an unsubstantiated allegation of sexual abuse that was made against him by an autistic child he had cared for at another college in 2001. Police had investigated the allegation at the time and dismissed it.

Mr Pinnington, 59, is now challenging the right of Thames Valley Police to have disclosed the allegation to his new employer.

The case is a test of tough new vetting laws introduced after the murders of the Soham schoolgirls in 2002. The girls' killer, Ian Huntley, had been able to get a job as a school caretaker despite having faced repeated allegations of sex offences involving underage girls.

Since then, all criminal allegations, whether or not they are ever proven in court, have been entered on to suspects' police records and disclosed to future employers who request enhanced CRB checks.

Mr Pinnington's lawyers are challenging that rule and arguing that unsubstantiated allegations should not be disclosed by the police unless there is good cause for believing them to be true.

He told The Sunday Telegraph that he had not been able to work since he was sacked by Thomley Hall, and he and his family had been put through a "terrible ordeal".

"It has been an extremely difficult time," he said. "My family and I have been placed under great strain. I have been stopped from doing a job that I love and that I was very good at. I understand there is a need for a safety net when working with children and vulnerable adults, but there has to be some degree of common sense.

"Anyone who works in the care sector is prone to an allegation of abuse, so the current legislation could force thousands of carers like me out of the jobs we love."

His lawyer, Chris Saltrese, who has worked on a number of sex abuse cases, called the current system "ridiculous".

He said: "The legislation allows the police almost complete discretion on what information may be included in an enhanced criminal record certificate.

"Unfounded allegations, even if there is no evidence that they are true, and even if there is no criminal conviction or charges, can be included. This is all because of the exaggerated danger of the paedophile. The problem is that this lack of trust towards adults working with children will prevent and discourage people from working in the voluntary care sector."

A spokesman for the Home Office said: "People whose job involves regular caring for, training, supervising or being in sole charge of children or vulnerable adults need to have an enhanced CRB check. This service enables organisations in the public, private and voluntary sectors to make safer recruitment decisions by identifying candidates who may be unsuitable for certain work, especially that involving children or vulnerable adults.

"This is the highest level of check available and contains the same information as the standard CRB disclosure but with the addition of any relevant and proportionate information held by the local police forces; this will include non-conviction data."

A report last week by Prof Frank Furedi, for the Civitas think tank, claimed that the system of checks had put millions of people under suspicion of being paedophiles, putting off many adults from volunteering to work with children and poisoning the relationship between the generations.

If we can't learn to trust each other, we will lose ourselves and our children
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Comment | Britons have become so anxious about their offspring - and so fearful generally - that we forget what a true sense of security is, says Tim Lott

Who do you trust? Most people? Your family and friends? Yourself? Nobody? Individuals may have a different answer to each of these questions, but they will certainly have an answer. For a human being, as well as a society, the issue of trust is inescapable and fundamental, and it will do a lot to define not only who you are but how you feel and how you behave.

The issue of trust hit the headlines this week with the publication of a paper by the think tank Civitas entitled Licensed to Hug. The authors argued that the breaking down of trust between children and adults - evidenced in a mass of state-sponsored legislation to "protect" children - has led to baleful and negative consequences.

The report cites the example of a two-year-old girl who ended up drowning in a pond, partly because a male passer-by, who noticed the lost girl, refused to get involved because he feared being accused of abduction. It mentions a neighbour who, upon being visited by a child she didn't know, immediately turned up at the parents' house brandishing her Criminal Records Bureau credentials (essentially police clearance) - but didn't even offer her name.

I have a lot of sympathy with the Civitas report. I myself had a battle with my daughter's nursery after it put up "Stranger Danger!" signs all over the fences that surrounded the patch of open ground they play on. I found myself stomping about accosting other parents and complaining about how ridiculous it all was - essentially to teach young children to fear anyone who wasn't part of their in-group (and the in-group, ironically - friends, relatives, etc - is statistically by far the most dangerous place in terms of abuse of any kind).

I find it absurd that the teachers at my children's school aren't allowed to put sunscreen on their pupils, and incomprehensible that the children are forbidden to kiss one another. (Apparently hugs can be tolerated.)

Also, having done a stint as a single father, I have often been aware of the nervousness I have felt as a lone man in a playground full of children. It may be paranoia, but helping other children - say, down from a slide - feels like a risky act. Who knows who is going to at best remonstrate with me for touching their child, or at worst give me a punch on the nose? Moreover, this feels like a largely domestic phenomenon - it's hard to imagine such insecurities manifesting themselves in countries such as Italy or Spain where family life and domestic trust seem to remain at relatively realistic and benign levels.

It also seems to me that Britain - which once prided itself on its levels of citizen trust - is suffering, more generally, a decaying sense of its once commonplace belief in the goodwill of strangers. Certainly, if one looks at the uniquely high levels of surveillance technology, the demands for intrusive DNA databanks as well as the everyday levels of paranoia about our children, it appears that we are drawing more and more deeply from a dark well of collective anxiety, one which perhaps goes back to the national trauma of the James Bulger abduction 15 years ago.

A great deal has been written about our modern aversion to risk and the weight of legislation that reflects and reinforces that aversion. Certainly, I believe we have become too risk-averse, mainly because we don't have a good understanding of what represents a real risk. This could be partly solved by teaching a good understanding of the statistical probability of events in schools - being abducted vs being killed while a car passenger, for instance. But education and rationality would never completely solve the problem, because the crisis of confidence we have on our hands at the moment is not so much a matter of rationality, but of human irrationality. By that I don't mean too much irrationality - I mean the wrong sort.

I think irrationality is absolutely necessary for living a full life and entirely inescapable given the way humans are hard-wired. But in this case, we have to allow ourselves the sometimes counterintuitive sentiment we give the name "trust".

The fact that trust is irrational is acknowledged by the scientific community, and yet it doesn't doubt its value and its importance in human forms of organisation. Tomorrow, for example, at the Royal Institution, there is a discussion of the mystery of why, in a world where we are hard-wired for self-interest, that humans continue, against all the odds, to co-operate with and trust each other. The answer must surely be that it is functional in an evolutionary sense.

In common-sense terms, one can argue endlessly about whether it is right or sensible to trust other people. (Childcare manuals talk about children building up a sense of "love and trust" in a world where the opposite message is sent out by many institutions and individuals.) You may argue, for instance, that child abduction by strangers is no more a hazard now than it ever was, and that the hazard is tiny. Or you may argue (the figures are opaque and hard to establish) that there has been a rise in abductions, fuelled by the overall sexualisation of society and of children, and, in any case, no risk to your child is too small to cover with a precaution.

This takes us back to our opening questions. Who do you trust, and why? And why should you trust anyone at all? The hard-boiled nostrum that you "shouldn't trust anyone" is surely wrong. Your essential attitude to the world - even to insurance companies and builders - should start with a presumption of trust. This may sound hopelessly naive, but it isn't blind trust. I know people cheat, rob and lie - and, in rare instances, abuse children. And I will not give my trust to anyone who strongly arouses my suspicions or instincts against them, whether for rational or intuitive reasons.

But never to trust is a far worse position to find yourself in, both practically and psychologically, and a far more destructive message to send out to your own children. On the practical front, apart from anything else, if you don't trust people, they will inevitably sense it. And the result will always be that they will be inclined to exploit you, since you haven't given them any reason not to.

Of course, you may be taken for a ride but the worst kind of fool is one that lives in the narrow, cramped psychological world that a condition of perpetual distrust inevitably engenders. Far better to be let down occasionally than to spend your world in the half-light of fear and suspicion. Because trust is essential for the good health of the human soul. And the lack of trust won't protect you, because an element of risk, in all situations, is unavoidable. You are more likely to get your children killed driving them to school than get them abducted by letting them walk there.

At the extreme other end of this continuum are tyrants such as Hitler and Stalin, who trusted no one and went more or less mad. At a more domestic level, we are now a canker at almost every level of society. We don't trust teachers to teach, doctors to heal, judges to judge, students to learn. Everything is about a frenzied attempt at imposing controls from the top in order to assuage our fear of bad faith. We are seeing an epidemic of mass organised distrust. But the irony is these attempts create the bad faith they are trying to eliminate. The more you tell people they are not to be trusted, the more they will define themselves in those terms.

This is not only a personal point. Francis Fukuyama in his book Trust described the importance of "social capital", that is trust between groups in society, in securing economic prosperity. Trust in that sense is a deeply practical tool.

Trust is also closely allied to a larger concept - faith. Not religious faith, but the inevitable, irrational baseline of all our beliefs. We may believe in science, but even scientists have to have faith in the accuracy of their instruments and of their faculty of reason. Furthermore, if we cannot trust ourselves, than how can we trust the selves that tell us to distrust ourselves? It is a catch-22. We must trust or be lost.

I never got round to doing it, but I was going to have an inscription on my wedding ring "Fida Tota Est" - faith is everything. Which is another way of saying that trust is everything. Or as may favourite philosopher Alan Watts puts it: "Faith is an act of trust in the unknown. Faith in life, in other people, in yourself, is always a gamble because life is a gamble with colossal stakes. But to take the gamble out of the game, to try to make winning a dead certainty, makes for a certainty that is indeed dead."

The Royal Institution discussion Trust in Me? is at 7pm tomorrow, at 21 Albemarle Street, London W1S 4BS
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Comment

Sometimes mothers can be so embarrassing. How about Gail Jordan, who asked her local Asda to transfer a photographic print of her son as a five-month-old baby on to a cake for his 21st birthday party?

Asda, however, did not just think this was embarrassing. They thought it was positively sinister, because - shock!horror! - the print revealed the naked bottom of the infant David Jordan. That, of course, was the point of mum's little joke - but it was no laughing matter for the cake censors of the Asda branch in Liscard, Wirral. Ms Jordan was reported in yesterday's newspapers as saying that the supermarket had refused her request, on the grounds that the photo "could be anyone's child, so it could be deemed pornographic".

Ms Jordan further reported that: "In the end they would only do it with a star over his bottom, which to be honest, only made the whole thing even more hilarious." Hilarious, possibly, but it's also very sad that an apparently sensible supermarket should have become so affected by the moral panic over paedophilia that it has lost not just its sense of humour, but all common sense. Asda, for its part, insists that "many other retailers" would have behaved in exactly the same way. That may very well be the case - which only makes it sadder.

Serendipitously, the think-tank Civitas yesterday published Licensed to Hug, by Frank Furedi and Jennie Bristow. If you think Ms Jordan's experience is depressing, be prepared to shed tears over Furedi and Bristow. This is a profoundly depressing account of how - in their words - "child protection policies are poisoning the relationship between the generations and damaging the voluntary sector".

Their report dates the worst of it from 2002, when in the aftermath of the murder of two schoolgirls in Soham by the local school caretaker, it was decided that anyone who works with children in any capacity (even as a volunteer) should have to be vetted through the Criminal Records Bureau. Essentially, every volunteer school tea lady is deemed a potentially murderous paedophile until she has been put through this grinding bureaucratic machinery.

By January 2008, the CRB had issued its 15 millionth "disclosure", at a cost the authors estimate - they say conservatively - of half a billion pounds: this does not even take into account the registration fees which must be paid by the schools, other employers, or the volunteers themselves.

According to the Children's Commissioner, Sir Al Aynsley Green, nearly 50,000 girls are waiting to join the Guides because of a shortage of adult volunteers, which he claims is in part a direct effect of the CRB process. This infernal merry-go-round of paperwork is soon to be expanded still further by the newly-created Independent Safeguarding Authority, which, according to Furedi and Bristow, will require checks covering "over one quarter of the adult population".

Leaving aside the ruinous expense and sheer time involved, this Brobdingnagian vetting process fails on its own terms: it will not - cannot - offer the absolute security which it purports to guarantee. I don't want to add to the already hyperventilated public agitation over paedophilia - far from it - but it's obvious that these checks, even assuming they are perfectly efficient, can neither anticipate future acts of abuse, nor reveal any incident which is not already known to the authorities through a past criminal conviction.

Yet they have increasingly become a sort of badge of reliability and even respectability, taking over from the normal human processes of judgement, intuition and common sense. One parent reported the following incident to Furedi and Bristow, the sort of thing we once might have associated with Romania under Ceausescu: "My daughter is allowed to play out in the streets with kids from the neighbourhood. She said she was going to Semih's house and I said OK. Ten minutes later Semih's mum knocked at the door and said, 'I must introduce myself as we haven't met.' I thought she was going to tell me her name, have a chat, but she said she was CRB checked and her husband was CRB checked and then went away. I still don't know her name!"

As Frank Furedi observes, when parents feel in need of official reassurance that other parents have passed an official paedophile clearance test before they even start on pleasantries, it suggests that something has gone very badly wrong.

I might have found some of the anecdotes in Licensed to Hug incredible - except that, like many parents, I have had experiences which tally all too well with these weird accounts of modern British child-adult relationships, as intermediated by the state.

Until recently my younger daughter attended the local village state primary school. It was a delightful little place in every way, but it felt obliged to follow the rules laid down by the local education authority, designed - I suppose - to remove even the faintest chance that the teachers should be accused of paedophilia.

What this meant was that if my daughter - who is handicapped and then needed help with certain basic requirements - wanted to go to the loo, not one but two teachers had to accompany her. The second, presumably, was to act as witness for the defence should my daughter subsequently declare that she had been molested by teacher number one, while being helped to take down her pants: meanwhile, a class (or two) would go without a teacher.

For similar reasons, on sunny days, we were asked to put on our daughter's anti-sunburn lotion before she left for school in the morning: no teacher could risk putting the lotion on during the heat of the day, lest it seem as though this little girl was being touched "inappropriately".

Ministers and local authorities will claim that their child protection policies are based on the need to reassure the public in the wake of one or two isolated horrors, such as at Soham, which have gripped the popular imagination; but I wonder if there isn't a completely different reason.

In general - and to a large extent due to the breakdown in traditional family structures - the lives of many of our children have become completely chaotic. Some of that chaos is manifested in underage sex among the children themselves; but it is also true that a stepfather is at least 10 times more likely than the biological father to abuse a child in the home.

This disaster is scarcely acknowledged by politicians - although David Cameron has touched on it - because they can't face up to the need to unpick 40 years of misguided social welfare policies. So instead, in a gigantic and bureaucratic form of displacement activity, they put the entire nation's child-adult relationships on paedophile alert.

Naturally, this displacement activity has worked its way down the policy-making food chain - ending up in Asda's bakery section, where the humorous image of a five-month-old baby's bottom becomes the emblem of an entire society's fear of its own rottenness.

d.lawson@independent.co.uk
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Volunteers are the bedrock of any healthy society; and every year millions of people give willingly of their time to help out in schools, run Scout groups, organise football teams or deliver meals to the elderly. Yet activities that were once commonplace, if praiseworthy, requiring merely the unselfish use of a few spare hours, have become increasingly onerous.

An obsession with health and safety, an unwillingness to accept that there is an element of risk in all we do and a consequent requirement for virtually everyone dealing with children to be subjected to a criminal record check have turned volunteering into something unwarrantedly expensive, bureaucratic and intrusive.

A report called Licensed to Hug, published today by the think-tank Civitas, estimates that since the Criminal Records Bureau started work in 2002, the number of checks being issued has doubled. They are no longer confined to those employed to work with children, such as teachers, but have spread to cover arrangements that people once made on an ad hoc basis. This expansion of vetting will accelerate as a result of the Safeguarding Vulnerable Groups Act, which came into force in April. The Government estimates that this will require more than 11 million adults - one in four - to submit to vetting, an astonishing figure.

Of course checks must be made to ensure molesters do not work with children, but they do not all have to be carried out by a state agency. In any case, a CRB disclosure highlights a conviction, not a predilection. It offers no certainty yet gives unrealistic expectations that risk can be eradicated. A far better way to discover if an individual is trustworthy is to follow up testimonials or references with people who know him.

As the report observes, we are in serious danger of undermining the informal and unregulated collaboration between grown-ups that throughout history has provided the foundation for the socialisation of young people. Adults start to mistrust others who are not properly "licensed''; they end up requiring the legitimacy of a security check before being able to exercise any authority. Some adults who upbraid youngsters find themselves, like Frank McCourt, the Army veteran who made a citizen's arrest of a young vandal, charged with assault.

Soon, adults whose experience and advice would be invaluable to any young person give up volunteering because it is no longer worth the candle. The system as it has developed is just as likely to deter the best as it is to weed out the worst. The report's authors call for a national review of all these procedures, many very recently introduced, in an effort to restore some balance and sanity. It cannot come too soon.

Child's play is now a minefield The vetting of adults who supervise children has become excessive, argues Frank Furedi in a hard-hitting new report
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Beverly was all set to volunteer for her five-year-old daughter Mary's school party last March. She was shocked when she learnt from a teacher that she was not welcome as she hadn't been vetted by the Criminal Records Bureau. "Those parents who were not vetted had to wait outside the school hall while the party went on,'' recalls Beverly, adding that she

felt humiliated about being treated as a "second-class-mum''.

Beverly's experience is far from unique. Alka Sehgal-Cuthbert is still seething with anger as she tells me about a flyer sent to parents at her son's primary school. It instructed them not to attend a children's Christmas disco unless they were CRB checked. "The discos are known as fun-filled noisy events, not potential danger zones for children,'' says Alka. There was no explanation. As far as the school was concerned, this was a common-sense precaution in a world where a climate of suspicion shapes perceptions of adult behaviour towards children.

The system of vetting adults who work with children was introduced in 2002 in the aftermath of the horrific abduction and murder of two schoolgirls in Soham. But most parents still don't realise that it has since expanded arbitrarily and can encompass virtually any adult who wishes to come in to contact with children. So if you are not licensed by the CRB, don't be surprised if you are discouraged from attending your child's activities. What astonished Alka was that so many parents have come to accept such intrusive vetting as a fact of life. She says that many parents agreed that the vetting of parents at a school disco was unnecessary, while some described it as "just one of those daft excessive things'' - yet they were prepared to tolerate it.

So how long before a "daft excessive thing'' becomes institutionalised as good practice? The recently established Independent Safeguarding Authority insists that about 11.3 million people in England will be affected by a new scheme of vetting of adults. We are increasingly encouraged to believe that only those who have been CRB-checked have passed a "paedophile test'', and those who have not cannot be trusted to come into direct contact with our children.

In our study Licensed To Hug, my co-author, Jennie Bristow, and I have found that the obsession with policing and regulating contact between grown-ups and children has created a situation where adults are presumed guilty until they can prove their innocence. I talked to numerous volunteers involved in child-care, young people's activities and sports, who increasingly feel that they need to exercise great care to make sure that their behaviour could not be misinterpreted as that of a paedophile. One nursery worker informed me that she is quitting her chosen vocation because "I cannot be myself in this job''.

"I no longer feel comfortable about acting on my gut feelings and cuddling and reassuring a distressed infant,'' she says. As far as she was concerned, if she could no longer cuddle the children in her charge and was forced to minimise physical contact with them, then her job had become "weird''.

The introduction of CRB checks is in part designed to reassure parents that children will be protected from adult paedophiles. But our research suggests that once the act of coming into contact with children is deemed so risky as to require a criminal check, suspicion towards all adults becomes intensified. So it is not surprising that the demand for vetting has expanded and is frequently interpreted as a badge of responsibility. One 31-year-old mum told me how the parents of her daughter's friend casually dropped into the conversation that they were "cool'' because they were CRB checked. That was their way of saying that it was all right for their daughter's friends to play at their house.

Tragically we no longer assume that other adults will behave responsibly and kindly towards our children. The default position is always to expect the worst and therefore to minimise contact between the generations. Adults tell us that they fear being falsely accused of causing harm and that this would also make them less likely to help when they saw a young person in danger or distress. We talked to men who, because they feel uneasy about accidentally touching a child in a swimming pool, are not sure if they should even help a youngster in trouble in the water.

One father is fed up with the "filthy looks'' he gets from suspicious mothers when he takes his two-year-old son to the pool. "He's considering stapling his police check to his forehead every time he goes out,'' says his partner.

Our research also indicates that the current obsession with adult misbehaviour has a destructive impact on volunteering to work with children. When asked if they knew anybody who had been put off

by the CRB process, 28 per cent

said that they did. Many of our respondents resented the implication that they were assumed to be guilty unless they possessed a licence that allowed them to come into contact with children. They also took the view that their life was being complicated by onerous paper work and the vetting procedure.

One female volunteer who runs a church-sponsored children's holiday club felt that the vetting process was particularly inappropriate for one-off helpers who came in for the morning to make sandwiches. Another respondent said that after she was asked to undergo a full CRB check, she decided to stop helping children in her local school with their reading. "I found another way to spend my time instead.''

Joyce used to volunteer with a project that provides activities for young offenders. She agreed to be CRB-checked and got her licence. But when she was asked to be re-checked a second time she quit. "I was fed up and resented wasting my time.''

Fortunately most people who have to undergo CRB vetting are prepared to carry on volunteering or continue with their chosen vocation. But our research shows that the way they behave and conduct themselves is profoundly influenced by the climate of suspicion

that prevails. One negative outcome that many volunteers and professionals acknowledge is that they "keep their distance'' from children so that their actions could not be misinterpreted.

A volunteer involved in girl guiding said that it all makes you a lot more wary about child protection. "That's detrimental to your relationship with the children, because you can't give an upset Rainbow [guide] a cuddle and they don't quite understand why.'' Another guider said that "sometimes a Brownie just needs a cuddle when they are away from home for the first time, and I know many adults who won't do this as they are scared it will be perceived wrongly''.

This kind of fear indicates that a growing number of adults feel constrained, awkward or uneasy about interacting with children. Many adults are confused about how to engage with children other than their own. A crying five-year-old is no longer picked up and reassured by a nearby adult. And a six-year-old boy who misbehaves will not be told off and reprimanded by passers-by. That's not good for children or for the community.

To make matters worse, there is no evidence that licensing adults protects children from harm. All that a CRB check does is find out what an individual has done in the past. It cannot predict what someone with a licence to work with children may do in the future. The best way to protect children is through encouraging adults to behave responsibly and take a close interest in the wellbeing of young people in their community. And that's precisely what our culture of vetting undermines.
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A QUARTER of the adult population faces an "anti-paedophile'' test in an escalation of child protection policies, a report discloses today.

The launch of a new Government agency will result in 11.3 million people in England being vetted for any criminal past before they are given approval to have contact with children under 16.

But the increase in child protection measures is so great it is "poisoning'' relationships between the generations, says the respected sociologist Prof Frank Furedi.

In a report for the think-tank Civitas, he says the use of Criminal Records Bureau (CRB) checks to ensure the safety of children and vulnerable adults has created an atmosphere of suspicion. Parents - many of whom are volunteers at sports and social clubs - now find themselves regarded as "potential child abusers''.

The checks were introduced to tighten procedures to protect children after Ian Huntley, a school caretaker, murdered the 10-year-olds Jessica Chapman and Holly Wells in Soham, Cambs, in 2002.

However, there is concern that the measures have gone too far. Prof Furedi says most adults now think twice before telling off children who are misbehaving, or helping children in distress for fear of the consequences.

The need for checks has transformed parents "in the regulatory and public imagination into potential child abusers, barred from contact with children until the database gives them the green light''.

From next year the Independent Safeguarding Authority will require any adult who comes into contact with children or vulnerable adults either through their work or in voluntary groups to be vetted.

But Prof Furedi's report, Licensed to Hug, highlights examples of when adult-child relationships are distorted by the need for CRB checks that are already required by schools and other organisations.

In one example, a woman could not kiss her daughter goodbye on a school trip as she had not been vetted.

Another mother was surprised to be told by a parent that she and her husband were "CRB checked'' when their children played together.

In a third case, a father was given "filthy looks'' by mothers when he took his child swimming on his own in "a scene from a Western when the room goes silent and tumbleweed blows across the foreground''. Writing in The Daily Telegraph today, Prof Furedi details how a woman was made to feel like a "second-class mother'' because she was barred from a school disco for having no CRB check.

The Kent University academic says that "adults are no longer trusted or expected to engage with children on their own initiative''.

He adds: "When parents feel in need of official reassurance that other parents have passed the paedophile test before they even start on the pleasantries, something has gone badly wrong in our communities.

"We should question whether there is anything healthy in a response where communities look at children's own fathers with suspicion, but would balk at helping a lost child find their way home.''

Prof Furedi, the author of Paranoid Parenting, says there is a trend to treat parenthood as a "professional endeavour that demands increasing regulation and monitoring''. CRB checks do not "provide anything like a cast-iron guarantee that children will be safe with a particular adult''.

"All it tells us is that the person has not been convicted of an offence in the past.'' He calls for a national review to demonstrate the need to "improve and clarify adult authority''.

Figures in a survey last year showed that volunteering is on the decline with 13 per cent of men saying they would not volunteer because they were worried that people would think they were child abusers.

The report comes after Sir Al Aynsley Green, the Children's Commissioner, said 50,000 girls were waiting to join the Guides because of a shortage of adult volunteers, partly caused by CRB delays.

Martin Narey, the chief executive of the children's charity Barnado's, said his behaviour had been affected by the suspicions around adult-child relationships.

Writing in today's New Statesman, he says: "I am likely to usher my wife forward if a child falls over in the street, lest my picking up the child could be misinterpreted.

"Adults - particularly men - should not routinely be seen as potential child abusers.''

However, Mr Narey stressed that not to run checks on past behaviour that could point to potential abuse would be "scandalously reckless''. The new authority "will restore parental confidence'' in adults who volunteer.

The CRB said yesterday that it would process 3.6 million checks this year - up from 3.4 million - of which a fifth were volunteers.

Vince Gaskell, the chief executive, said he did not believe checks poisoned relationships between adults and children.
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FOREIGN exchange trips may be under threat as families are forced to endure bureaucratic safety checks before taking in children from overseas.

Mothers and fathers will be vetted to make sure they are suitable to look after foreign pupils under new rules. Host families should also be given basic training in child protection laws, even if they have children of their own.

The Government said many families taking part in foreign exchanges organised through schools were already subjected to Criminal Records Bureau (CRB) checks, but they will become mandatory under new legislation being introduced next year.

The Liberal Democrats, who obtained the information following a parliamentary question, warned the move may put some exchanges in jeopardy.

It comes as record numbers of pupils dropped French, German and Spanish at GCSE last year following a government decision to make the study of languages voluntary at 14.

David Laws, the Lib Dem children's spokesman, said: "We must ensure that the desire to protect children does not get so out of control that it ends up denying children many of the opportunities that they used to be able to enjoy. It's clear that regulations in this area are already anomalous in that they treat young people in different ways depending on overseas trips arranged by schools or those by other organisations. A review is urgently needed.''

From October 2009, anyone working in education, health, leisure and other sectors must register with the Independent Safeguarding Authority if they come into contact with under-16s. Most will have to pay pounds 64 towards the cost of setting up a database.

Beverley Hughes, the Children's Minister, said families taking part in official exchange visits would face mandatory checks. "We expect UK host families involved in providing accommodation for foreign students in organised school exchange visits to undergo enhanced CRB checks,'' she said. Neil Hillman, a secondary languages teaching adviser from the National Centre for Languages, said: "What is happening is that schools are increasingly aware of all these safety checks and deciding not to take part in exchanges any more.''
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SIR - There are undoubtedly many other factors leading to the shortage of Guiders and Scouters, besides Criminal Records Bureau checks (report, June 18).

Both our married daughters have endured the hassle involved in volunteering to assist with local Scout troops, which suffer from insufficient male applicants.

They have found the bureaucracy of health and safety risk assessments for simple activities just as off-putting and time-consuming. Sadly, these are all part of the current nanny state.

Commander Alan York (RN rtd)

Sheffield, South Yorkshire
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The Criminal Records Bureau, an agency that is part of the Home Office, allows organisations to vet volunteers or employees who might be unsuitable for certain work, especially involving children or vulnerable adults.

The bureau was established under the Police Act 1997 and was launched in March 2002. Before then, only organisations that had 'substantial unsupervised access' to children could carry out police checks.

There were many other organisations that could not access these checks and yet had staff who were working with vulnerable groups.

Organisations can ask volunteers or staff to apply for one of two types of check by filling in either an "Enhanced'' or "Standard Disclosure'' form.

The type of check required depends upon the nature of the position.

The service is free for volunteer groups but a fee is charged for organisations and companies.

Care home workers go unchecked, police warn
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Concern over thousands of migrant staff

Tens of thousands of migrants are working with vulnerable elderly people in care homes without undergoing full criminal record checks, The Times has learnt.

Senior police officers have alerted Jacqui Smith, the Home Secretary, to the scale of the problem in a report detailing the impact on the UK of migration from Eastern Europe.

The introduction of a watchdog next year to vet care workers will not address the problem, they add.

It is estimated that about 400,000 elderly people are being looked after in care homes. This figure is expected to reach 750,000 by 2031 as more and more people live longer. Many of the homes would be unable to operate without employing foreign workers, as British workers are unwilling to take the jobs.

Ms Smith has been told that tens of thousands of migrants are being employed in care homes and other areas of social care without being fully checked because the authorities cannot access foreign criminal records.

An estimated 240,000 foreign- born people were employed in the care-related sector in 2006. They include more than 105,000 care assistants and home carers. A further 23,000 people were working as childminders and 23,000 as nursing auxiliaries.

More than 20,000 workers from Poland, Czech Republic, Slovenia, Slovakia, Hungary, Latvia, Lithuania and Estonia have registered as care workers since their countries joined the EU in May 2004.

Since 2005 the EU has been trying to set up a system for the exchange of criminal records, but progress has been slow and the Criminal Records Bureau in Britain is planning only pilot projects with four countries.

The directive does not address the issue of checks on migrants from countries outside the EU.

Senior police officers have warned the Government that even after a register designed to prevent unsuitable people from working with the vulnerable comes into force full checks on migrants will still not take place.

The Independent Safeguarding Authority (ISA), which will begin operating next year, will decide who should be barred from working with the vulnerable by using existing government-run barring lists and a Criminal Records Bureau check which shows whether a person has offended in the UK.

An estimated 11 million individuals will have to pass through the authority's checking procedures in the first five years of operations, but police are saying that the system is not foolproof.

A report by Peter Fahy, Chief Constable of Cheshire, and Grahame Maxwell, Chief Constable of North Yorkshire, gives warning of the huge cost implications to police of having to carry out checks on behalf of the new authority, set up under the Safeguarding Vulnerable Groups Act 2006.

It adds: "The Act will additionally have huge implications for migrants working within the NHS, care homes, social services and most public services due to checks against non-UK nationals being unachievable due to the data not being held by their country of origin."

The report on the implications of migration from eight Eastern European states was prepared for the Association of Chief Police Officers and it was discussed later at a meeting between Ms Smith and senior officers.

Last night Paul Bates, of Help the Aged, said that it was extremely important to ensure that all people working with vulnerable adults should go through strenuous and extensive background checks to ensure their suitabil- ity to perform what is a difficult task.

He said: "As a charity, we would be extremely disturbed if these checks are not made and people slipped through the net," he said. Every 'i' should be dotted and every 't' crossed."

The police report highlights a loophole in both the existing checking system and the one that will begin operating next year.

Care homes and agencies supplying foreigners to work with the elderly and sick can get a check from the Criminal Records Bureau. But this will only indicate whether the authorities have intelligence suggesting unsuita- bility to work with vulnerable people.

Peter Cullimore, chairman of the nurses' and carers' sector of the Recruitment and Employment Confederation, said: "For many of the countries, and certainly the East European states, I cannot see any chance of setting up arrangements with them so we could get checks done.

"We have no way of finding out whether they have criminal records before they came to this country."

Migrants from South Africa, Zimbabwe and Namibia make up another substantial proportion of workers in the care sector, according to Mr Cullimore.

He said that many migrants from those states worked as private carers in the homes of elderly people rather than in nursing and care homes and that, because agencies were unable to have full checks carried out on migrants, interviews were crucial.

"We rely on face-to-face interviews and checking references and recommendations," he said. "The interview is so important because we can pick up on an applicant's background, looking at their work record. There is no foolproof method."

He said that employment agencies wanted the Government to take urgent steps to ensure that the Criminal Records Bureau could gain access to police records in other countries. An EU directive requiring each member state to establish a central officer for information-sharing on criminal records was agreed in 2005.

While Britain receives some conviction details, the Criminal Records Bureau admits that coverage is patchy. It advises foreign workers to seek certificates of good behaviour, but within the care industry it is privately admitted that many people are working without full checks.

A spokesman for the Independent Safeguarding Authority said that work was under way to get access to overseas criminal convictions.

"The ISA's partners in the Criminal Records Bureau remain committed to improving access to overseas criminal convictions data and last year began working towards exchanging information for employment vetting purposes across borders. Pilot projects are being planned with the Republic of Ireland, France, Poland and Australia."

He added: "The UK already has one of the most advanced systems in the world for carrying out pre- employment checks. The introduction of the ISA from October 2009 will be a crucial step forward, creating a constantly updated single central record of more than 11million people who work with children and vulner- able adults. It will also contain information from employers about workers' behaviour or suitability. We have always said that further job- specific checks may still be needed and employers should always follow good practice when recruiting."

(c) Times Newspapers Ltd, 2008 
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Tens of thousands of teenagers studying for the government's new diploma qualification could be prevented from completing their courses because of bureaucratic safety checks.

A distinctive feature of the diplomas is their emphasis on work experience. The Criminal Records Bureau has to check employers do not pose a risk to students in the workplace. But teaching leaders will say today that these checks are so expensive and bureaucratic that employers are being deterred from taking students.

Mick Brookes, the general secretary of the National Association of Head Teachers, will say the diplomas will not work if the checks were "burdensome" on employers. He will tell his union's annual conference in Liverpool, Brookes: "It is extremely serious that employers, in particular small employers, have to go through Criminal Records Bureau checks that are lengthy, costly and take a long time to process."

Clarissa Williams, the union's president-elect, will say teachers also have to check the bureau has cleared their pupils aged 16 and over who wanted to do work experience with children and babies. "It adds to an ethos of distrust and is another hurdle to be met."

The concerns come after the head of an exam board warned in a Guardian interview last month that students embarking on pilots of the diplomas in September could be left with "worthless" qualifications unless flaws in the courses were ironed out. Jerry Jarvis, managing director of Edexcel, said a series of problems needed to be addressed, including teachers not having adequate training.

Up to 40,000 teenagers in England will study the first diplomas - in subjects such as construction, engineering, health, IT and media - from September.
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News

More than a thousand headteachers quit their jobs early last year because of the pressure they were under, according to figures released yesterday. Senior officials of the National Association of Head Teachers said their members were treated like football managers, with school governors demanding "results, results, results".

The figures, released on the eve of the NAHT's annual conference in Liverpool today, also show that state school heads on average retire at 57 - two years earlier than their private school counterparts.

Mick Brookes, general secretary of the NAHT, said: "Clearly, this whole business of hyper-accountability is missing from the private sector." John Hakes, regional NAHT official for the Central Midlands, added: "The headteacher is the football manager of today. It's all results, results, results and pressure from the local authority."

The figures show 1,091 left the profession in 2006 and a further 1,031 in 2007. Many quit without negotiating early retirement deals because they could not continue to take the pressure.

The research added: "The phenomenon of so many senior colleagues leaving the profession before normal retirement age does not encourage others to take their place."

The average number of applications for headships is also falling - with primary and special school vacancies attracting just three or four. Chris Harrison, headteacher of Oulton Broad primary school in Lowestoft, Suffolk, said: "Teachers see what headship looks like and play pontoon. They just stick instead of going on."

Further NAHT research revealed that 90 per cent of heads work over 48 hours per week, and 44 per cent more than 60 hours. It meant errors of judgement creeping into their lives. A significant minority (10 per cent) said they had made serious errors such as being involved in car accidents after long working days.

The findings come at a time when ministers are extolling the virtues of the "superhead" able to turn round a failing school or run more than one school.

Ed Balls, the Children, Schools and Families Secretary, has urged the profession's pay review body to see whether the most talented heads could be offered more rewards for taking on more responsibility.

Heads, though, would like responsibilities reduced, senior NAHT members of said at the conference.

Grazebrook primary school in Hackney, east London, to which Mr Balls sends his children, has failed its Ofsted inspection and been placed in special measures. Inspectors singled out weaknesses in maths and science - two areas where the Government is keen to see improvements. The headteacher has quit.

Headteachers have also voiced "alarm" over the Government's plans to introduce its flagship new diploma into schools this September. The diploma, designed as a possible replacement for A-levels over the next decade, may be scuppered by security checks on employers offer-ing work experience as part of the qualification.

Under existing legislation, all adults working with children have to undergo Criminal Records Bureau checks before starting their work with them. The diplomas, five of which will be taught in schools and colleges for the first time in September, include a massive increase in work experience for pupils - with many spending at least a day a week in industry.

A new system of checks "that is fit for purpose and not burdensome for industry" will have to be introduced to avoid any logjam, a report to the conference says. The checks could also hit another government flagship policy - the plan to raise the education leaving age to 18 with all pupils spending at least one day a week in training until that age.

Vetting for cafes and shops that hire children to work weekends;Factbox
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Thousands of shops, restaurants and cafes will be forced to register their staff with a new child protection agency and have their criminal records checked if they employ children for weekend or summer holiday work.

Any staff responsible for supervising children under 16 will have to be vetted. The measure is in the Safeguarding Vulnerable Groups Act, which was passed in 2006. It was originally intended to screen teachers, nursery staff and youth workers more effectively by requiring them to register with a new quango, the Independent Safeguarding Authority (ISA), but ministers have decided to extend its scope to businesses.

The ISA will conduct enhanced checks through the Criminal Records Bureau (CRB) and give individuals - at a cost of Pounds 64 each - a "seal of approval" for working with children. The measure also covers work experience.

When the plans were set out in 2006, ministers estimated that there were 8.5million people working directly with children who would have to register. But the most up-to-date estimate from the Home Office, which now includes businesses employing under-16s, is that 11.3 million people will have to register.

It was originally thought that all businesses employing under-16s would have to register all their staff with the ISA but after lobbying from retailers a compromise was agreed. Under this most sole traders, such as newsagents, are exempt.

The Manifesto Club, a pressure group that is campaigning against the Act, argues that it will not offer any greater protection. The group has also discovered that the Government's estimated cost for setting up and running the ISA for the first five years has grown from Pounds 91.6million to Pounds 246 million as its scope has increased.

Josie Appleton, a convenor of the club, said: "Jobs in the local supermarket or department store provide a taste of adult work and independence. CRB checking their supervisors is not only a bureaucratic nightmare, but also creates a suspicious atmosphere in the workplace.

"The Act will create an unwieldy, expensive child-protection bureaucracy that will do little to protect children but will instead drain the energy and resources of community groups and individuals who want to teach or take care of children."

The new authority's start date has also been delayed from the autumn of this year to October next year to give businesses time to prepare. The Government says that the ISA will be "self-funding" but employers will have to bear the Pounds 64 cost of registering each staff member, substantially more than the Pounds 36 charged for a CRB check.

The Manifesto Club is particularly concerned that sports and hobby clubs will decide that it is easier to ban teenagers than take the trouble of registering members who occasionally or informally coach young people.

Stephen Alambritis, a spokesman for the Federation of Small Businesses, said it was important that the new legislation did not prvent young people from being given an important introduction to the work ethic.

LEGAL PROTECTION

* Children aged 13 and 14 are allowed to work up to two hours a day during term time, one before school and one after, and up to five hours on Saturdays and two on Sundays

* In the school holidays, 13 and 14-year-olds can work for up to five hours a day but for no more than 25 hours a week, and they must not work for two weeks of the summer holiday

* Children aged 15 and 16 are allowed to work for up to eight hours on Saturdays. On other days the permitted hours are the same as for 13 and 14 year-olds

* During the school holidays, 15 and 16-year-olds can work for up to eight hours a day, but must not work more than 35 hours in a week. They also must not work for two weeks of the summer holiday

* All under-16s who wish to work have to have a permit issued by their local authority and signed by the employer in order to work legally, although many youngsters are not aware of this

* While at school children aged 14 and 15 are expected to do between one and three weeks of work experience

Source: Times Database

(c) Times Newspapers Ltd, 2008 
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Sir, My son, who is 14, has volunteered to do some community work, such as helping at the local primary school and visiting old people. He has now been told he needs to undergo a Criminal Records Bureau check - at my expense, of course.   

I have to ask whether as a country we are all going stark staring mad if we require a 14-year-old boy to undergo this sort of check, especially as when carrying out his duties he will be supervised by an adult at all times. I thought the checks were for adults working with children, not children working with children. Also, what about any adults that my son might meet on his visits to old people? He may or may not require clearance to be in the same room as them but are they cleared to be in the same room as him? Should they be?   

I can think of no better way to discourage people from offering themselves for voluntary work than this nightmare of bureaucratic overkill.   

John Nugee   

New Malden, Surrey   

(c) Times Newspapers Ltd, 2008    
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A disciplinary inquiry was under way last night after a report found that thousands of convicted offenders had not been listed on the Police National Computer because of a catalogue of court errors, while hundreds of other suspects had escaped trial.   

Jack Straw, the Justice Secretary, announced that an investigation would take place into the "lamentable" failings at Leeds Magistrates' Court, possibly leading to criminal charges against court staff involved.   

Up to 555 defendants who had their warrants to appear in court withdrawn may now be recalled over the 1,709 charges that they faced. Most were for motoring or other minor matters, but 115 were for serious offences that should be recorded on the Police National Computer.   

Yesterday's report by four independent criminal justice inspectorates also found that Leeds Magistrates' Court had failed to record the outcome of cases concerning 2,206 defendants in respect of 3,260 offences, of which 1,568 were serious.   

At worst, 1,200 defendants have not had the outcomes of the 1,568 most serious offences, including grievous bodily harm, wounding with intent and possession of a firearm, recorded on the computer. The report calls for an inquiry into whether checks run through the Criminal Records Bureau have been compromised.   

Nick Herbert, Conservative Shadow Justice Secretary, said the "catalogue of negligence and poor record keeping" had undermined the justice system in West Yorkshire and let down victims of crime.   

He added: "The systemic nature of the errors, widespread managerial failings and length of time over which they occurred raises the question of whether these failings might be occurring in other courts." The report, by the inspectorates of Court Administration, the Crown Prosecution Service, the Constabulary and the Probation Service, shows a pattern of "historic failure" dating back to 1980, although most incidents occurred between 2001 and 2004.   

Mr Straw said he accepted the findings entirely and insisted that the Government was acting on them. A separate report was being sent to the Lord Chief Justice, he said.   

Disciplinary action has already begun against the court staff involved. Two managers have been found guilty of gross misconduct on the basis of "neglecting official duties and failing to ensure accurate records were maintained".   

Grahame Stowe, a solicitor in Leeds for 35 years, said that the blunders resulted from a "national obsession" with statistics.   

"The general ethos of modern justice is 'the cheaper the better' - with little regard for standards," he said.   

"The clerks, by processing cases themselves, ensured the number of cases 'awaiting decision' remained low - and they met government targets.   

"Whilst it may appear an administrative trick, serious offenders have gone completely unpunished as a result."   

OFF THE RECORD   

The failings led to:   

* Court results not being recorded and possibly being lost for good   

* Removal of numerous cases where the outcomes had not been recorded from computer system   

* Fabrication of results, with legal advisers "guessing the result of the case where the true court adjudication could not be traced", and entering them as convictions   

* In 2007 588 cases for which results could not be traced were ordered to be marked as "untraceable". All but three were then entered as "convicted"   

* Some results have now been traced but there are still 523 cases for which results cannot be found   

(c) Times Newspapers Ltd, 2008    
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Referees are calling for the FA to channel some of its Pounds 200million grassroots investment to pay for child-protection fees for potential new match officials.   

Eddie McGrath, secretary of the Bootle Referees' Society, is asking the FA to take a lead from other sports and foot the bill for Criminal Records Bureau (CRB) checks.   

"At a time when we're losing 7,000 referees a year and Fabio Capello (the England manager) is earning Pounds 6million, surely it would make sense to provide incentives rather than costs for people considering taking up refereeing?" the Level 5 referee said. "It may only cost an individual Pounds 15 a year to be a referee, but, for students and young people, that counts."   

The FA last week launched its Respect campaign, as part of the National Game Strategy, which was given an immediate test when Ashley Cole turned his back on Mike Riley as the referee went to caution the Chelsea left back during the 4-4  Barclays Premier League draw with Tottenham Hotspur last Wednesday.   

Capello appeared to rubberstamp the FA's campaign by indicating that he would lay down the law to his England squad this week about the example they are setting to the country's amateur footballers.   

"There is a motion at the referees' association conference in Eastleigh this year suggesting we do not pay our fees because referees in rugby and cricket don't have to pay for their CRB checks."   

McGrath, a former policeman, who works in Everton's academy, said: "The Respect campaign is essential because I hear horror stories week after week about the levels of behaviour and of parents swearing at the kids. To achieve Charter Standard, clubs have to toe the line according to codes of conduct. But we still hear about referees having to abandon games because of intimidation and we have our work cut out to retain them.   

"Every referee has to pay a Pounds 10 registration fee each year, but in addition we have to pay Pounds 15 every three years for our CRB checks. When the FA are trying to bring in more referees, and there is so much money geared towards grassroots football, why are we charging people to officiate?"   

An FA spokesman said: "We have had 150,000 people involved in football go through their CRB checks and we have to look at the overall picture. There are volunteers involved in coaching, administration, in the professional game, as well as refereeing.   

"There are subsidies available, but, even then, Pounds 12 is not an onerous fee. If we were going to pay for this, we would have to consider who else needs their costs covering. We do not have a bottomless pit and paying these costs would take money away from other priorities."   

All registered referees require a CRB check, but the FA is awaiting news of government legislation for exemption for open-age football (the adult game).   

(c) Times Newspapers Ltd, 2008    
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Unnecessary child protection checks and other bureaucratic barriers are wasting the potential of volunteers in public services, Gordon Brown's volunteering tsar, Lady Neuberger, will say today.   

The Liberal Democrat peer, brought in by the prime minister when he took office to be the government's volunteering champion, will urge hospitals and other providers to break down their resistance to using volunteers.   

In the first of a series of reports, on health and social care services, Neuberger says that too often organisations are demanding Criminal Records Bureau checks on all potential helpers.   

"This is clearly unnecessary. Checks should only be undertaken where a volunteer might spend time alone with young people or vulnerable adults. Managers need to show some common sense and stop, for example, requiring CRB checks for people working on hospital radio stations," the report says.   

"Insurance and other legal considerations do seem to have created a level of risk-aversion throughout all management levels in health and social care services."   

Neuberger, a health spokeswoman in the Lords, was one of two senior Lib Dem peers brought in as so-called goats (as in Government of All the Talents) by Brown, along with Lord Lester, the lawyer who advises on constitutional reform.   

While some changes can be made quickly to make health and other services more attractive to volunteers, Neuberger says there needs to be a long-term change in attitudes to volunteers.   

"While the aversion to the use of volunteers in statutory health and social care services is understandable, it reflects a hugely wasteful attitude," she says.   

Neuberger acknowledges that trade unions are often suspicious of volunteers because they see them as a way of cutting jobs and costs. But she says this should not happen. "It is about helping to create services that are people-centred . . . this is not a cost-cutting measure."   

She calls for a pilot project, based on a US model, where people with health conditions who have largely recovered help those with the same conditions.   

"We need to move away from seeing care users as passive beneficiaries of services, and think instead about how we can use their experiences, and the knowledge they have gained, to improve the future experience of others, and ultimately the design of services."   

Among the other recommendations are: an expansion of volunteering schemes in health and social care services so that it becomes commonplace for staff to volunteer; a new board, probably in the Department of Health, to get more volunteers into the service and ensure they are properly managed; and the creation of "volunteering hubs" inside health and social care services to make volunteering more mainstream.   

Alan Johnson, the health secretary, welcomed the report. "It . . . provides a welcome boost to the profile of volunteering."   

Lib Dem peer Lady Neuberger, the volunteering tsar, has called for a change in public sector attitudes   

to volunteers   
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The home secretary, Jacqui Smith, yesterday gave a broad indication that millions of public-sector teachers, nurses and care staff in "positions of trust" are to be given a fast-track incentive to sign up early for an ID card to get the "critical mass" she needs for the controversial scheme.   

She promised to speed up the introduction of the scheme by allowing people to get a card without waiting to renew their passport, enabling its full introduction by 2017, two years ahead of previous plans.   

Smith also claimed that the next official cost estimate for the scheme, to be published in May, would confirm that the pounds 5.4bn price tag has been reduced by pounds 1bn. The revised timetable confirms that groups are being targeted for early registration on the national identity database - the key part of the scheme - to secure its popular acceptance.   

ID cards are to become compulsory this year for foreign nationals from outside Europe living in Britain, and for 200,000 airport workers and Olympic security staff from next year. Incentives will encourage early voluntary participation from 2010 for young people, including students, and millions of public sector staff in "positions of trust" currently subject to criminal record vetting.   

Smith said such staff who "chose to have an identity card" would be able to use it to fast-track checks on their status as part of their job. A trial by the Criminal Records Bureau and the Identity and Passport Service has shown criminal record checks could be cut from four weeks to four days.   

Young people who registered for an ID card would find it easier to enrol on a course, apply for a student loan or open a bank account. The National Union of Students yesterday voiced concern at young people being coerced into the role of ID card guinea pigs. The scheme's critics said the revised timetable also put back by two years, from late 2009 to 2011, the date from which the bulk of the population will have their personal "biometric" - electronic fingerprint - details automatically entered on the national identity database when they renew their passport.   

This is likely to come after MPs vote after the next general election on whether the scheme is to be made compulsory. Smith announced yesterday that people will then be given a choice. An identity card alone will cost about pounds 30, while combining it with a passport will cost at least pounds 93.   

Smith is working hard to reduce the eventual cost of signing up to the ID card register. The latest government poll, published yesterday, claimed 59% support but that included a third of voters who believe the cards will be free.   

The home secretary acknowledged that the ID cards debate evoked strong feelings but said that rather than thinking of the state as an opponent of civil liberties, its role was to "defend our interests, to offer reassurance and trust, and to work in the most effective way possible to ease and to enable our lives".   

But the shadow home secretary, David Davis, said that the ID card scheme was now being implemented by spin and stealth. "The home secretary's claim that she is offering people a choice is misleading - identity cards will still be compulsory. The government has lost the argument. They have lost 25m personal records. And they have lost the public's trust. It's time they faced up to these stark truths - and ditched ID cards for good."   

Phil Booth, of the No2ID campaign, said it was a marketing exercise: "Whether you volunteer or are coerced on to the ID database, there's no way back. You'll be monitored for life. That's why the government is targeting students and young people, to get them on before they realise what's happening."   

guardian.co.uk/idcards ?   
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The home secretary, Jacqui Smith, yesterday gave a broad indication that millions of public-sector teachers, nurses and care staff in "positions of trust" are to be given a fast-track incentive to sign up early for an ID card to get the "critical mass" she needs for the controversial scheme.   

She promised to speed up the introduction of the scheme by allowing people to get a card without waiting to renew their passport, enabling its full introduction by 2017, two years ahead of previous plans.   

Smith also claimed that the next official cost estimate for the scheme, to be published in May, would confirm that the pounds 5.4bn price tag has been reduced by pounds 1bn. The revised timetable confirms that groups are being targeted for early registration on the national identity database - the key part of the scheme - to secure its popular acceptance.   

ID cards are to become compulsory this year for foreign nationals from outside Europe living in Britain, and for 200,000 airport workers and Olympic security staff from next year. Incentives will encourage early voluntary participation from 2010 for young people, including students, and millions of public sector staff in "positions of trust" currently subject to criminal record vetting.   

Smith said such staff who "chose to have an identity card" would be able to use it to fast-track checks on their status as part of their job. A trial by the Criminal Records Bureau and the Identity and Passport Service has shown criminal record checks could be cut from four weeks to four days.   

Young people who registered for an ID card would find it easier to enrol on a course, apply for a student loan or open a bank account. The National Union of Students yesterday voiced concern at young people being coerced into the role of ID card guinea pigs. The scheme's critics said the revised timetable also put back by two years, from late 2009 to 2011, the date from which the bulk of the population will have their personal "biometric" - electronic fingerprint - details automatically entered on the national identity database when they renew their passport.   

This is likely to come after MPs vote after the next general election on whether the scheme is to be made compulsory. Smith announced yesterday that people will then be given a choice. An identity card alone will cost about pounds 30, while combining it with a passport will cost at least pounds 93.   

Smith is working hard to reduce the eventual cost of signing up to the ID card register. The latest government poll, published yesterday, claimed 59% support but that included a third of voters who believe the cards will be free.   

The home secretary acknowledged that the ID cards debate evoked strong feelings but said that rather than thinking of the state as an opponent of civil liberties, its role was to "defend our interests, to offer reassurance and trust, and to work in the most effective way possible to ease and to enable our lives".   

But the shadow home secretary, David Davis, said that the ID card scheme was now being implemented by spin and stealth. "The home secretary's claim that she is offering people a choice is misleading - identity cards will still be compulsory. The government has lost the argument. They have lost 25m personal records. And they have lost the public's trust. It's time they faced up to these stark truths - and ditched ID cards for good."   

Phil Booth, of the No2ID campaign, said it was a marketing exercise: "Whether you volunteer or are coerced on to the ID database, there's no way back. You'll be monitored for life. That's why the government is targeting students and young people, to get them on before they realise what's happening."   

guardian.co.uk/idcards ?   

Jacqui Smith: incentives for young people and millions of public sector staff Photograph: Press Association   

pounds 30   

Cost of an identity card, which a third of voters believe will be free. Combining it with a passport will cost at least pounds 93   
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News   

Millions of teachers, doctors, nurses and carers could soon be issued with identity cards, Jacqui Smith disclosed yesterday as she moved to inject "new momentum" into the controversial plans.   

The Home Secretary was accused of forcing the scheme on Britain by stealth after she set out a detailed timetable for its gradual introduction.   

The Government now envisages that the biometric details of the majority of the population could be held by the state by 2017, some five years later than originally planned. A move to compel remaining "refusniks" to register could follow towards the end of next decade, if Labour is still in power.   

Ms Smith insisted the project, which has been dogged by fears over the safety of confidential information, was essential for the security of the country and its citizens. Under her new timetable, up to 200,000 airport workers will, next year, have to go on the new identity register that will underpin the scheme. Staff in other "sensitive roles", such as power station employees and construction workers on the Olympics site, will follow.   

Ms Smith also said the Government was considering asking millions of workers in "positions of trust", who are currently checked by the Criminal Records Bureau, to register voluntarily. The attraction for teachers and health workers would be that their status could be checked in four days rather than four weeks. Asked whether they could be forced to register, she said that was "part of an on-going discussion".   

From 2010, youngsters from the age of 16 will also be offered ID cards on the basis that it will make it easier for them to apply for a student loan, open a bank account or prove their age.   

Ms Smith hopes the ID card scheme will be given crucial impetus by the voluntary inclusion of millions of public-sector workers, students and young adults. Speaking to the Demos think-tank in London, she predicted: "Three years from now we will be offering cards to millions of people ... I want as many people as possible to enjoy the public good of the identity scheme as quickly as is practicable." The moves would "inject new momentum into the delivery of the scheme and its benefits", she said.   

People renewing their passports will be added to the register in 2011-12, four years later than originally planned.   

They will also be able to use their biometric passport as an ID card rather than having separate cards. Nearly £1bn will be trimmed off the £5.4bn budget for ID cards as a result, as well as by a plan to get private firms to take fingerprints for the database. However, a report commissioned by Gordon Brown from Sir James Crosby, the former head of  HBOS banking group, raised a question-mark over the scheme's costings by suggesting that the expense of enrolment and receiving a card should be waived to win the "hearts and minds" of the public.   

The first compulsory cards for foreign nationals arriving to work or study in the UK will be issued in November and all will be registered by 2011.   

David Davis, the shadow Home Secretary, said: "The Government is contriving to implement, by spin and by stealth its now utterly discredited plan."   

Shami Chakrabarti, the director of Liberty, said ministers had produced "a new sales pitch for the same bad product".   

leading article, page 40   

How the timetable has slipped   

David Blunkett's blueprint (November 2003)   

*2007-08: First cards to be issued to UK nationals as they renew passports. Foreign nationals also to be given cards.   

*2012-13: Eighty per cent of population covered.   

*2013?: Cards compulsory   

Jacqui Smith's strategy (March 2008)   

*November: First foreign nationals to be registered.   

*2009: Airport staff required to sign up.   

*2010: Teenagers aged 16 and upwards to be invited to register.   

*2011-12: People added as they renew passports.   

*2017: Vast majority of population with cards.   

*2018?: Cards become compulsory.   

If we can't trust adults, children will lose out   

Peter Inson   

834 words

Publication date: 28 February 2008

Source: The Independent

(c) 2008 Independent & Media PLC   

Education | COMMENT   

My daughter is leader of a Brownie pack. Last night they were lucky to meet because at 4pm the other leader phoned to say that she had suddenly been taken ill. Unless my daughter could find a suitable adult to accompany her, she would have to send the girls home as soon as they arrived.   

Last year I learnt that there are as many girls who want to be Guides or Brownies as there are girls already enrolled. All that is required is sufficient adults to run packs of Brownies and companies of Guides. Scout leaders will tell of the same problem, the need for more adult volunteers.   

My daughter is a well qualified and highly competent teacher. As a teacher she is left alone with 30 or so children for hours at a time. Why on earth does she need another adult's presence with half that number of Brownies?   

Why do we treat volunteers with so much suspicion? Are potential youth leaders not innocent until proved guilty? These are people who are willing to give up their time to train and to organise activities for young people, activities which are so important to them as they grow, and to which politicians and others pay lip service.   

More than ever, young people growing up need to find adults outside home and school whom they can trust to provide positive and effective help with the daunting business of growing up. When they don't, we know what is more likely: failure, trouble and misery, for them as well as everyone else.   

And there is much for these adults to counter these days - broken and ineffective homes; pressure from other disaffected youngsters; advertising that targets children and promotes unsustainable lifestyles; a media obsession with hedonistic trivia; and other people presented as objects to be used. Young people have to try out relationships with people from beyond the familiar circles of home and school. To do this they need opportunities to take first steps, to serve an apprenticeship as adults. The more sympathetic, interested and responsible adults they have around them while they are allowed to try out these quasi-adult roles the better. These are the steps that lead to an adulthood that is truly independent and enduring.   

A few years ago, I truanted from choir practice to help out the church youth club, which was short of adult volunteers. Five young teenagers turned up to be cared for by two adults. When I suggested that having two adults with only five children was unnecessary it was made clear to me that one adult could not be left alone with five children. This was the rule under which the club had to operate, even if a weather-beaten former head teacher like me, with a Criminal Records Bureau check, was available. I pointed out that I gave up my time on my terms, not other people's nonsensical terms, and went off to choir practice.   

If we do not trust people we demean them, we belittle them, and they will become resentful and unnecessarily cautious because they will fear correction, albeit it for some bureaucratic oversight. And our children will be the losers because we have failed to engage constructively the energy, talent and goodwill of adults who could help with the most important task that we have - bringing up our children.   

Can you imagine a government treating parents with a similar lack of trust, and making them feel that they were not really up to the job? The prospect of demoralised parents in their droves telling our rulers, in effect, that as they obviously know far more about bringing up children than parents do, parents owe it to their children to hand them over immediately to these know-alls, has its attractions. The thought of Downing Street crammed with the nation's most unruly children is something that many of us would relish.   

Fortunately such a nightmare scenario is impossible as most parents know that they are trusted first and trusted most by their children and they do their best for them. Unlike politicians and other experts, they tend to stand by them, even when things get difficult or worse.   

And my daughter's Brownies? Fortunately, my wife was on hand to chaperone them and, no thanks to the political classes, they enjoyed their pack meeting.   

Another even more fortunate girl was in the news recently when a volunteer coastguard ignored a safety rule intended to protect him and managed to save her life only to find himself repudiated by the organisation he was serving; now he is no longer willing to be demeaned in this way and has resigned.   

Can we afford to waste commitment such as this?   

The writer is a former head teacher who has written a novel, 'dunno' (Charles Kimpton Publishers, £6), about a disaffected 15-year-old boy   

education@independent.co.uk   
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A CHARITY worker is to seek a judicial review against the police for keeping unsubstantiated allegations of misconduct on his Criminal Records Bureau (CRB) file, reports Third Sector (Feb 6).   

John Pinnington lost his job working with autistic young people after new managers ordered CRB checks on all staff.   

Mr Pinnington's check uncovered claims of sexual misconduct even though he had been exonerated of the allegations. His contract was terminated, prompting his legal action against Thames Valley Police. His solicitor says that police should include information on CRB disclosures only if claims have been proven.   
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IS THE philanthropist within you being stifled by meddling bureaucrats? Red tape and needless Criminal Records Bureau (CRB) checks are discouraging volunteers, according to a report by the Commission on the Future of Volunteering. "Time-consuming" CRB checks should apply only to volunteers working with children and vulnerable adults, Community Care (Jan 31) reports. The Commission says that the Government can best support volunteering by not interfering. And the public and voluntary sectors could play more part by providing staff with opportunities to volunteer - something they do much too rarely at the moment.   

(c) Times Newspapers Ltd, 2008    

Police face legal challenge over criminal records checks   
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Obituaries | If you have done nothing wrong, then you have nothing to fear. But, asks Robert Verkaik, Law Editor, what if the police could disclose unproven allegations to your employer? ++ LEGAL OPINION   

John Pinnington is the kind of public-spirited volunteer on whom many communities depend. After a successful career as a technical illustrator in the aeronautical industry, Mr Pinnington decided he wanted to work in the voluntary sector, helping severely autistic young adults in Oxfordshire, where he successfully applied for the post of disability training manager.   

His new job gave him a renewed sense of purpose, while at the same time enabling him to make a valuable contribution to society. But that all changed when he found himself the victim of false allegations of sexual misconduct.   

The accusations came to light through an interview technique known as facilitated communication, a controversial method of interpretation with autistic children and adults, which the courts have found to be unreliable for supporting criminal charges.   

After a long battle to clear his name, Mr Pinnington, who has an autistic stepson, was exonerated by the police as well as an inquiry instigated by his own employers. The then Police Complaints Authority, now the Independent Police Complaints Commission, even criticised the police for the way it had handled the investigation. But that was not the end of it.   

Mr Pinnington later found that, after a transfer of project management, he was required to obtain clearance under an enhanced check with the Criminal Records Bureau, and, even though the allegations had been dismissed by the police, they were still listed as additional information which, under a strict interpretation of the law, meant they could be disclosed. As a result, Mr Pinnington lost his job.   

Last week he won his case to challenge in the High Court the right of the Chief Constable of Thames Valley Police to disclose such damaging and unfounded allegations. His solicitor, Chris Saltrese, an expert in contested sex offence cases, described the challenge as potentially very important in what he described as a "very draconian" area of law.   

"The legislation allows the police almost unfettered discretion on what information may be included in an Enhanced Criminal Record Certificate," says Mr Saltrese. "Unsubstantiated material can be included, even if there is no criminal conviction or charges, and even if there is no evidence that the allegations are true." He adds:   

This approach was intended to ring-fence the vulnerable. But its effect could be devastating for the wrongly accused. Is it right that an innocent person"s life can be ruined without just cause or right of reply?   

The case highlights the disproportionate retention and use of information held by the police across Britain.   

In November last year the Information Commissioner ordered four police forces in England and Wales to destroy criminal records of minor offences committed by teenagers who had gone on to lead unblemished adult lives but claimed they were still being punished for their past misdemeanours. In one case on the Police National Computer, Humberside Police had kept details of the theft of a 99p packet of meat in 1984 by a teenager who was fined £15.   

Mr Pinnington"s case also illustrates a wider concern about the onerous bureaucracy facing many people who wish to give up their free time to the community. On Monday, a report published by the Commission on the Future of Volunteering said that the need for Criminal Record Bureau checks, references and other assurances could be disproportionate in relation to the actual risk and work being carried out may already have discouraged thousands of community-minded individuals from making a greater contribution to society.   

"Checks are right where people are working with children and vulnerable people," Baroness Neuberger, the Prime Minister"s adviser on volunteering, said in the report. "It is the way it"s being interpreted that is causing a problem. Organisations don"t want to get into trouble, so they have become risk averse."   

r.verkaik@independent.co.uk   
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Red tape and bureaucratic hurdles are getting in the way of people volunteering, the commission on the future of volunteering said yesterday.    

Criminal Records Bureau checks that are probably "disproportionate in relation to any actual risk" and which have to be repeated each time people change how or where they volunteer are putting people off. So does excess form filling and training requirements, the commission, chaired by Baroness Neuberger, the prime minister's adviser on volunteering, said.    

A new vetting system due to be introduced later this year may help, the commission said, although it may lead to greater legal requirements for checks.    

"Many people come forward to offer their time and skills," Baroness Neuberger said, "but red tape and bureaucracy get in the way.    

"It is time to rethink the obsession with any risks that might be involved and to remove financial obstacles which many people experience when they try to volunteer". The government should resist new initiatives to encourage volunteering and instead concentrate on removing barriers and encouraging training of volunteers, making small amounts of money - a few million pounds - available to help disabled people and other underrepresented groups get involved.    

Business has also been much better than either the public or the voluntary sector in encouraging volunteering by employees, the commission found.    

Some groups - particularly large businesses - "take employer-supported volunteering very seriously as part of their corporate social responsibility programmes", the commission said - although much more could be done.    

But the public sector - and, paradoxically, the voluntary sector itself - do much less to opening up volunteering opportunities for their staff.    

"They should be leading by example," Baroness Neuberger said.    

Almost half of adults do something voluntarily once a month, surveys show, with the communities department estimating that volunteers contribute about Pounds 48bn a year to the economy.    
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A POPULAR Thomas the Tank Engine event has hit the buffers after its Fat Controller was ordered to undergo quality-control training.    

Derek Robinson has successfully played the role on the North Yorkshire Moors Railway for more than 20 years. But the new owners of the rights to Thomas the Tank Engine events have ruled that he must attend a course on how to "achieve a high level of performance''.    

It is one of a number of stringent conditions that has forced the railway to cancel its usual themed weekend for children this September, including everyone associated with running the event undergoing a Criminal Records Bureau (CRB) check.    

Mr Robinson, 56, a training consultant, said: "When I heard I had to go on a course to learn how to be the Fat Controller I thought it was a joke.    

"I know the role and the characters from the books better than anyone. I have no formal training but I have never had any complaints and I am CRB-checked.''    

As the Fat Controller, he plays out several scenarios such as a train trying to steal some of the carriages with the children helping to show him how to get them back.    

He described the new measures as "draconian'' and although he considers it "ridiculous'', he will eventually go on a Fat Controller's course.    

The changes have been introduced by   Hit Entertainment after a review of its Day Out With Thomas licences.    

Phil Bustard, a spokesman for North Yorkshire Moors Railway, said: "Our position is that the contract they have sent us in order to provide a Thomas the Tank Engine weekend over Sept 6 and 7 is too onerous.    

"Although we have procedures in place to safeguard child protection, like the CRB process, the requirements from Hit, in our view, are extreme.    

"As a result we have not signed up with them for this coming year.''    

A spokesman for   Hit Entertainment said: "The course is designed to achieve a high level of performance for all our Fat Controllers.    

"We can't have anyone playing the role, they have to be trained in performing and acting.''    
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Like Woody Allen, one FE lecturer says he has started to think he was "born guilty". The lecturer, who wishes to remain anonymous, has an entirely clean criminal record. And yet he has been asked to pay three times for his record to be checked by the Criminal Records Bureau (CRB) in the past two years.   

The lecturer, who has taught on and off for 38 years, paid pounds 34 for a check in 2005 that he was told should last three years. Less than two years later, because he had not worked for stints of more than three months, he was asked to repeat the check, at a cost of pounds 36.   

When, six weeks later, he looked into joining an education recruitment agency, he was told he'd have to pay pounds 36 for another check.   

The CRB is an agency of the Home Office. Its job is to check people who want to work with children and vulnerable people on behalf of organisations and recruiters in England and Wales.   

That the bureau should be vigilant is not disputed. But are teachers and lecturers now subjected to too many CRB checks - and at too high a cost?   

"It is verging on the Kafkaesque to be required to prove one's lack of criminality so often - and it's ruinously expensive too," says the lecturer. "The cost of two of the checks [pounds 72] was nearly 11% of my take-home agency earnings for the term. Though I understand the necessity for checks, I am aggrieved at the needless and unwarranted repetition."   

The CRB say the frequency of checks is nothing to do with them. Its spokeswoman says: "All we do is facilitate the checks. Organisations ask us to carry them out. We don't say how often there should be checks."   

The Department for Children, Schools and Families recommends that new staff at schools, colleges and universities are checked, but says that after that the frequency of checks is up to the employer.   

And as for the costs, under law it is up to an individual to pay for their CRB checks. But in reality, the tab is picked up by an employer for those staff it employs directly. Usually only self-employed staff have to pay themselves.   

Steve Sinnott, general secretary of the National Union of Teachers, says the frequent nature of CRB checks "does need to be regularly reviewed".   

But the union leaders have found a different problem with CRB checks. Teachers who have received a police caution, perhaps for "high-spiritedness as students", says Sinnott, are subjected to overly bureaucratic delays.   

"If I'm asked to have another one soon, I may well commit murder," says our lecturer.   
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If Gordon Brown picks one failure from his first six months to learn from, it should be the loss of 25m people's personal details. If he makes one resolution for 2008, it should be to scrap his reckless plan to introduce compulsory ID cards.   

"Discgate" was the result of ministerial incompetence, but also flawed policy. As chancellor, Brown relentlessly pursued his forlorn vision of a "joined-up identity management regime" across public services. As prime minister, he continues this vain search, like an obsessed alchemist, for a giant database that his closest advisers ominously refer to as a "single source of truth".   

This fixation has not revolutionised public services. It has led to disaster.   

Brown's approach combines three flaws: the ruthless pursuit of "identity management"; a naive faith in computerised solutions; and sheer recklessness in managing the integrity of systems to which he is devoted. This has delivered a massively overcentralised government and a surveillance society.   

The government's track record with IT and database projects is woeful. Take the Home Office. The criminal records bureau wrongly labelled 2,700 innocent people as having criminal records. The sex offenders' register lost more than 300 serious criminals. And the convictions of 27,000 criminals -including murderers, rapists and paedophiles -were left off the police national computer. Finally, the DNA database combines the worst of all worlds: 100,000 innocent children who should never have been on it, 26,000 police-collected samples left off it and half a million entries misrecorded.   

When HM Revenue and Customs lost 25m records, it was the latest of 2,110 security breaches in the past year. It ignored direct advice not to send sensitive data unprotected. The wider consequences remain to be seen. The review into the fiasco has already revealed that an American firm contracted by the Department for Transport has lost -in Iowa -personal details of 3m applicants for driving licences. It is, at least, now clear that the reality of data-sharing across government is a far cry from the "great prize of the information age" that Brown was boasting about in October.   

A government that refuses to learn from past failures is destined to repeat them.   

But Brown continues his mission to find the IT panacea of public sector reform.   

And nothing can be allowed to detract from his quest to find the ultimate elixir - a national identity register coupled with compulsory ID cards.   

The prime minister ignores categorical advice from experts.  Microsoft's UK technology officer warns that ID cards risk the "honeypot" effect of clustering masses of personal data in one place, presenting what one chief constable called the "gold standard" target for criminal hackers. Biometric passports can be cloned with a gadget costing Pounds 100 and the market in stolen identities is flourishing -a BBC investigation found forged documents being sold online to underage drinkers for Pounds 10.   

If the government gives away your bank account details, it is a disaster, but at least you can change your bank account. What do you do if the government gives away your fingerprints?   

Any countervailing security dividend, from the billions of pounds wasted, is negligible at best. Ministers have openly conceded that ID cards will do little to prevent terrorism or crime. The Home Office website lists, as popular myth, that "ID cards can stop global terrorism and crime". Yet Brown continues to pretend to parliament that "an identity scheme will help prevent people already in the country from using multiple identities for terrorist, criminal or other purposes".   

Far from heeding Conservative calls to scrap the central ID database and focus on improving biometric technology and safeguards, the government is expanding its horizons further. It signed the Prum treaty, which involves sharing fingerprints, DNA and car registration details across Europe. If the government cannot protect the personal information it passes round Whitehall or Iowa, how will it protect such data when they reach Warsaw?   

Indeed the government is not a reluctant player in this European Union agenda. It is the pioneer, piloting Project Stork, the codename for a scheme to make all EU electronic identity networks "interoperable" within three years. It does not augur well that the home secretary had not even heard of Project Stork when questioned in parliament last month.   

Instead of treating our personal details and private life as though they were the property of the state, it is about time ministers understood that this information is held on trust. We need serious restrictions on the transfer and sharing of such information. The current casual and careless practice is intolerable.   

A Conservative government would not ignore the opportunities that technology presents for the public sector. But neither will we be blind to the risks in setting up mammoth databases with all their inherent frailties. A Conservative government will channel all its efforts into protecting its citizens, including their personal details. Information technology can help, but there is no substitute for careful, conscientious scrutiny by people with expertise and experience.   

The prime minister's lesson from 2007 should be that government cannot be run robotically -it needs a human touch. So his first resolution for 2008 should be to ditch ID cards, to avoid history repeating itself.   

David Davis is the shadow home secretary   

(C) Times Newspapers Ltd, 2007    
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* Watchdog says privacy laws have been breached   

* But some officers arem challenging initiative   

Police have been ordered to remove ancient crime records from their national computer by the information watchdog, it is revealed today.   

In a move with huge consequences for the storage of criminal records, the Information Commissioner said that holding decades-old information of a minor nature breaches privacy laws. But the police are challenging the move, which if it goes ahead -would lead to tens of thousands of records being deleted from the police national computer.   

The initiative by Richard Thomas could also lead to police in England and Wales revising their policy on storing criminal records until a person is 100 years old.   

Four police forces have been ordered by Mr Thomas to delete criminal records because they are "no longer relevant" and breach data protection rules.   

He acted against Northumbria, Humberside, West Midlands and Staffordshire police after receiving complaints from four people. They had all applied for jobs and when a criminal records bureau check was carried out their past offending came to light.   

One record held by Humberside police related to the theft of a packet of meat worth 99p in 1984, when the person was 16. Another, held by police in the West Midlands, related to an attempted theft committed more than 25 years ago for which the individual was fined Pounds 25.   

A spokesman for Mr Thomas said: "The Information Commissioner's Office is concerned that the old conviction information is held contrary to the principles of the Data Protection Act because the information is no longer relevant and is excessive for policing purposes. Personal data processed for any purpose should be adequate, relevant and not excessive, and should not be kept for longer than is necessary for that purpose."   

Mr Thomas has issued enforcement notices requiring the four police services to delete the individuals' records. But the forces are appealing to the Information Tribunal, which means that the files will remain on the police computer until at least January, when the case will be heard.   

Mick Gorrill, an assistant information commissioner, who is a former detective superintendent, said: "Each case relates to individuals who have been convicted or cautioned on one occasion and have not been convicted of any other offences. Some of the incidents date back nearly 30 years."   

He added: "The offences were non-custodial and we believe there is no justification in terms of policing purposes for retaining the information. The retention of the previous conviction information is causing harm and distress to the individuals concerned."   

Mr Gorrill said that before the Bichard inquiry, which followed the conviction of Ian Huntley for the Soham murders, police weeded out many records going back more than ten years. He added that guidance had been issued after the inquiry over which convictions should be kept on the police national computer until the person reaches 100.   

David Davis, the Shadow Home Secretary, said: "This ruling exposes the lack of proper guidance for police on when and how they retain crime data.   

"If serious crimes have been committed, it is appropriate for information to be retained by the police. But in more trivial circumstances a greater degree of proportionality is required."   

Grant Shapps, Conservative MP for Welwyn Hatfield, who has campaigned against children with no convictions being put on the DNA database, said: "Because the regulations are too rigid the police sometimes find themselves unable to exercise commonsense in response to minor one-off offences carried out during adolescence.   

This can have serious detrimental effects on an individual's career."   

Nick Clegg, the Liberal Democrats' home affairs spokesman, said of the enforcement notices: "This looks like a commonsense decision. It is hugely important that the Information Commissioner should protect people's rights and privacy."   

(c) Times Newspapers Ltd, 2007    
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FOUR police forces have been told to delete decades-old criminal records because they are "no longer relevant'' and could come back to haunt people who have gone on to lead respectable lives.   

The Information Commissioner instructed the forces to erase four people's records from the Police National Computer after concluding that keeping the files breached data protection rules.   

One record, held by Humberside Police, related to the theft of a packet of meat worth 99p in 1984, when the person was 16. The people on whom police were storing the criminal records complained to Richard Thomas, the commissioner, after their history showed up in Criminal Records Bureau checks when they applied for jobs.   

The move will be seen by campaigners as a significant blow to the UK's surveillance society. Mr Thomas told The Daily Telegraph: "It seems quite wrong that often youthful indiscretions can haunt them for many years.   

"This is a point of principle. This is a case of data protection. But data protection should be about protecting people not data.''   

Mr Thomas has issued enforcement notices requiring Humberside, Northumbria, Staffordshire and West Midlands forces to delete the records. The forces are appealing each case to the Information Tribunal, which means the files will not be deleted until a final decision is reached. The tribunal will hear the cases in the new year.   

One of the applicants, John Webb, 45, from Hull, now runs a successful business and was in the Army for 20 years. When he applied for clearance to work with children, a minor conviction surfaced from West Midlands Police records dated 1978 - when he was 16.   

He admitted attempted theft and minor criminal damage of a fairground slot machine, relating to the use of metal discs cut to the size of 1p and 10p pieces. He was fined pounds 25.   

"On receiving this CRB disclosure I felt surprise, shock, horror and disgust at my being portrayed as convicted of attempted theft and criminal damage,'' Mr Webb said.   

"Although I accept what happened in the incident was wrong, I consider that by today's standards what I did would be considered more of a juvenile prank.   

"I think it is unfair that this information is retained and also that there is no relevance in keeping it.''   

Mick Gorrill, the Assistant Information Commissioner, said: "Each case relates to individuals who have been convicted or cautioned on one occasion and have not been convicted of any other offences.   

"Some of the incidents date back nearly 30 years. The offences were non-custodial and we believe there is no justification in terms of policing purposes for retaining the information.   

"The retention of the previous conviction information is causing harm and distress to the individuals concerned.   

"We are not satisfied that in these particular cases this information will be of any use for policing purposes.''   

The disputed records also include a case, held by Staffordshire police, in which a 13-year-old was cautioned for a minor assault. She was originally told the information would be deleted when she turned 18, but was later informed that it would be held until her 100th birthday.   
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A City lawyer who is also a governor of a prep school was asked to apply for a Criminal Records Bureau check. The notes suggested that the gender section was "fairly" self-explanatory. Indeed; there is "M", there is "F" - and "for transexuals not wishing to divulge such information to their employers the CRB has a special application procedure". Whatever next?   

(c) Times Newspapers Ltd, 2007    
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Illegally-parked cars should be wheelclamped as a last resort, and only for repeat offenders who do not pay fines for previous offences, according to draft guidance issued by the Department for Transport.   

Instructions to be sent to councils urges them to avoid punitive charging or setting targets for penalising motorists and suggesting charges should be no more than to cover the costs.   

Instead the transport secretary, Ruth Kelly, urges councils to appeal to motorists to reduce parking offences.   

"Raising revenue should not be an objective of CPE [civil parking enforcement], nor should authorities set targets for revenue or the number of penalty charge notices they issue," councils are told.   

Ms Kelly "strongly discourages the use of wheelclamping" and "is of the view that clamping should only be used in limited circumstances such as where the same contravening vehicle repeatedly breaks parking regulations and it has not been possible to collect payment for penalties, primarily because the keeper is not registered, or is not properly registered, with the DVLA", the guidance says.   

"Where a vehicle is causing a hazard or obstruction the enforcement authority should remove rather than immobilise. Clamping or removal activities should only take place where they have clear traffic management benefits."   

Wheelclamping should never be used for cars used by disabled drivers.   

Several pages of the document were dotted with questions and notes from officials questioning whether the material is correct.   

In one section on wheelclamping the report asks: "Anything else we can recommend?". In a section on penalty charge notices it says: "This example will only apply in London and a few other areas. Can we give an example that has wider relevance?".   

The draft guidance says Ms Kelly "strongly recommends" that traffic wardens who work near schools undergo a Criminal Records Bureau check.   

A Department for Transport spokeswoman said: "One illegally parked car can and frequently does cause traffic jams. We are bringing in quicker clamping and removal times for persistent evaders. However, for the motorists who do not persistently evade parking charges, we are strongly discouraging wheelclamping to be more motorist friendly."   

Edmund King, executive director of the RAC Foundation, said: "Motorists will welcome restrictions on wheelclamping as the punishment rarely fits the crime. Clamping a car for overstaying on a meter makes no sense, as the parking place is then blocked for a longer period."   

David Sparks of the Local Government Association said: "Councils are changing services for the better and it should be up to them to decide how to manage parking policies to meet the needs of their areas and be fair to motorists."   

Only repeat offenders who fail to pay fines should have their cars wheelclamped, say the new draft guidelines   
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* Backlog means 1,700 lack security clearance   

* Concern over foreign NHS staff after attacks   

Security checks still have to be completed on 1,700 doctors, raising the prospect that many are being asked to work illegally.   

Figures released to The Times show that the Criminal Records Bureau (CRB) has been asked to check 4,500 doctors' records since June 16, most of whom will have been junior doctors starting work on August 1. But the bureau has only been able to complete 2,800 of those checks.   

The Department of Health had claimed that only 30 junior doctors would not have been checked in time.   

The worrying figures come after Gordon Brown promised last month to tighten checks on junior doctors, particularly those from overseas, after the failed terrorist attacks on Glasgow and London.   

A bureau spokesman confirmed that it had received about 4,500 requests for checks on people with the job title "doctor" since June 16. By August 1, it had completed 2,800 checks. The figures include all NHS and privately employed doctors, he said.   

"We expect to still work within our own target of completing 90 per cent of checks within 28 days."   

About 30,000 junior doctors took up new training positions on August 1 as part of the annual training rotation, according to the British Medical Association.   

Hundreds of trainees have never worked for the NHS before and should undergo full security checks to ensure that they are fit to practise and do not put the public in danger.   

Andrew Lansley, the Shadow Health Secretary, said that the figures appeared to show that many junior doctors had not been checked. "Once the further risk associated with the attacks in Glasgow had been raised, surely the department would have ensured that accelerated checks had been completed by August," he said.   

Names of new British-based doctors are put through an enhanced Criminal Records Bureau check to discover whether a person has a criminal record or allegations of misconduct that remain on police file.   

Overseas doctors are supposed to be checked by the hospital. Most are asked to bring certification from their home countries, which is then verified by the authorities. The checking requirement can be set aside if there is evidence of a previous disclosure to an NHS employing organisation within the previous three years.   

Trust managers said last week that no checks would be made on some junior staff before they were put to work on wards. Jeremy Levy, director of medical education at the Hammersmith Hospitals NHS Trust, in West London, said: "Because the system is so chaotic, we have only been told of the identity of junior doctors starting with us over the past ten days. Last year, we were given three months' notice and so we could check their names with plenty of time to spare. But this year, we will have to start employing some doctors without any.   

"Overseas doctors can take months to check. We will have no choice but to allow them to work until we have received full police clearance."   

A department spokesperson said that the figures were misleading. "The figure of 1,700 refers to all doctors awaiting checks, including junior, senior, NHS and non-NHS. However, in practice no NHS doctor is allowed to treat patients unsupervised unless they have received a CRB check."   

(c) Times Newspapers Ltd, 2007    
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LONDON Security checks still have to be completed on 1,700 doctors, raising the prospect that many are being asked to work illegally (Rajeev Syal writes).   

Figures show that since June 16 the Criminal Records Bureau has been asked to check the records of 4,500, most of whom will have been junior doctors starting work on August 1. It has completed 2,800.   

The figures come after Gordon Brown promised last month to tighten checks on junior doctors, especially those from overseas, after the failed terrorist attacks on Glasgow and London. The Department of Health said that the figure of 1,700 was misleading because it included all doctors, not just those in the NHS.   

(c) Times Newspapers Ltd, 2007    
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* Policeman sexually assaulted army cadet, 14   

* Force refuses to give date for internal hearing   

A police force is continuing to pay a former child protection officer's Pounds 35,000 salary despite his conviction for serious paedophile offences, The Times has learnt.   

Detective Constable Peter Cooper, 58, was found guilty last month of sexually assaulting a 14-year-old boy but remains suspended on full pay pending a police disciplinary tribunal.   

West Midlands Police will not reveal when its misconduct panel will meet to hear the case, which is expected to result in the officer's dismissal from the force.   

It may not take place until after Cooper has been sentenced at Stafford Crown Court this month.   

Judge Simon Tonking has already warned the policeman that he could face a significant custodial sentence.   

Cooper has been a West Midlands officer for 32 years and was assigned to the family protection unit, investigating child abuse cases, between 2002 and 2005. He was attached to the unit when the allegations against him were made in 2005.   

But a spokesman for the force said that it did not plan to review cases in which Cooper had been involved during that period, nor to alert families with which he may have had contact.   

The offences of which the officer has been convicted relate to his position as a senior instructor in an army cadet corps in the Midlands between 1983 and 1986.   

They surfaced two years ago when a former cadet who had been abused by Cooper in the 1980s came face to face with him again. Two other former cadets also gave evidence against Cooper at his trial last month.   

The three spoke of a culture of sexual abuse in the cadet corps involving a number of volunteer instructors, who held officer rank. The principal witness said: "The cadets had been brainwashed into thinking it (indecent assault) was normal."   

The witness, now in his thirties, told the court that he had gone to the police with the allegations because he reached a point in his life where he could no longer keep it buried. He said: "When sexual abuse happens your trust is shattered and you worry whether people will believe you."   

The jury found Cooper guilty of buggery and indecent assault against the main witness. But it failed to reach verdicts on five counts involving the other complainants. Investigators believe, however, that there may have been an organised paedophile ring at work within the cadet corps and that there are more abuse victims who have not yet come forward.   

Cooper was a soldier in the Royal Corps of Signals, serving in Northern Ireland among other places, before leaving in 1973 and joining West Midlands Police. He volunteered as a cadet instructor, rising to the rank of major. In 1987 Cooper married and, four years later, left the cadet corps to spend more time with his family.   

During Cooper's police career he spent periods as a firearms officer and in the regional crime squad before joining the family protection unit. Police colleagues who appeared as character witnesses described him as a man who rarely became flustered and said that he was regarded as one of the best in the unit at interviewing suspects.   

Cooper denied the charges and his lawyers asserted at his trial that the complainants had colluded to make make false allegations.   

Rachel Brand, for the prosecution, told the jury during the trial last month that Cooper was quietly spoken with a diffident manner but the kind of man that others looked up to. She said that one witness referred to him as a "James Bond figure".   

But she said neither the passage of time nor his service in the West Midlands force absolved Cooper of responsibility for a "gross breach of trust". She said: "The damage done to these impressionable young men is far-reaching. It causes an emotional turmoil that lasts for many years."   

Miss Brand added that Cooper was "plausible" and "intelligent" but had lied when he denied the allegations. She said: "Throughout the intervening years he must have thought he had got away with it but the truth, we submit, is out at last."   

The force said that it would stop paying Cooper's salary when he received a custodial sentence. It felt that it was unnecessary to review his work as a child protection officer because he spent most of his time interviewing suspects and would not have been alone with vulnerable children.   

A spokesman said: "When complaints are made against officers we carry out robust, thorough and proportionate investigations to ensure the integrity of the organisation. This investigation has been conducted in that manner resulting in the conviction of Peter Cooper and we are clearly disappointed that this officer has failed to uphold the high standards of West Midlands Police."   

A spokesman for the Ministry of Defence said that all army cadet instructors recruited now were subjected to strict vetting and checks by the Criminal Records Bureau.   

(c) Times Newspapers Ltd, 2007    
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Sir, NHS Employers has been working closely with NHS trusts to ensure that all the necessary preparations are in place for the large number of doctors taking up new training posts on August 1 ("Hundreds of doctors work with no checks", July 27).   

All NHS employers are aware of the importance of making robust checks in accordance with NHS standards before new staff begin work. More than 14,000 of the new doctors taking up posts were interviewed in April, May and June and most of the checks such as identity checks, professional registration and immigration checks will have been carried out then. The information we have from trusts this week indicates that most checks have been completed -indeed, many are existing NHS doctors so some checks, such as Criminal Records Bureau checks, may not always be necessary.   

Checking will continue right up until the due start date next Wednesday and we are in regular contact with the CRB, which assures us that there are no delays and fast-tracking of checks on doctors is taking place. Trusts are well aware of the importance of ensuring that unsuitable people do not take up employment in the NHS and will not allow staff who have not had the necessary checks to come into contact with patients.   

Sian Thomas   

Deputy Director   

NHS Employers   

(c) Times Newspapers Ltd, 2007    
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The Government admitted yesterday that junior doctors including those coming from overseas would be employed by hospitals next week without undergoing security checks.   

It follows claims in The Times by hospital trust managers that they could not check the criminal records of applicants because they got the names only over the past two weeks.   

Gordon Brown pledged to tighten checks on medical staff after foreign junior doctors were arrested in connection with the failed terrorist attacks in Glasgow and London. However, yesterday a spokesman for the Department of Health accepted that up to 600 doctors may not be checked at all. "Around six hundred junior doctors have accepted training posts in the past month and may therefore be affected by delays in the process because it takes 28 days to do a Criminal Records Bureau check," he said yesterday. On Thursday the department had denied any problems.   

About 32,000 junior doctors will take up new training posts on August 1 as part of the annual training rotation; 3,000 have never worked for the NHS and should undergo full security checks to ensure fitness-to-practise.   

Every British-based doctor's name is put through an enhanced Criminal Records Bureau check -which takes 28 days, according to the Home Office. Checking overseas doctors can take months, because hospitals are expected to verify their certification with authorities in their home countries.   

The Department of Health said that it had estimated that about 30 junior doctors would be employed without any checks. This figure was calculated by assuming that any details of junior doctors sent to hospitals before July would have been forwarded for Criminal Records Bureau checks.   

However, The Times was told by trust managers that they had not received the full details required for Criminal Records Bureau checks until two weeks ago. "I was not given enough details. We would need everything -NHS numbers, passport numbers and full names," said one.   

The Times reported yesterday that Jeremy Levy, director of medical education at the Hammersmith Hospitals NHS Trust, had not had time to begin checks. "We have only been told of the identity of doctors starting with us over the last ten days.   

Last year we had three months' notice," he said.   

Andrew Lansley, the Shadow Health Secretary, said: "We raised these issues with NHS employers weeks ago -why on earth could the department not have ensured rapid access to checks?"   

(c) Times Newspapers Ltd, 2007    
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* Training fiasco delays security clearance   

* Hold-up in verifying foreign medics' records   

Hundreds of junior doctors, including overseas staff, will be employed by hospitals from next week without undergoing proper security checks, The Times has learnt.   

Hospital trusts have been unable to investigate the criminal records of trainees because they have received their names over the past two weeks -and checks take at least 28 days.   

The delay has been blamed on the junior doctors training fiasco. Hospitals will take on a new rotation of trainees on August 1.   

The disclosure will embarrass Gordon Brown, who pledged to tighten checks on medical staff after foreign junior doctors were arrested in connection with the failed attacks in Glasgow and London.   

Trust managers told The Times yesterday that no checks would be made on some junior staff before they are put to work on wards.   

Jeremy Levy, director of medical education at the Hammersmith Hospitals NHS Trust in West London, said: "Because the system is so chaotic, we have only been told of the identity of junior doctors starting with us over the last ten days.   

"Last year, we were given three months' notice, and so we could check their names with plenty of time to spare. But this year, we will have to start employing some doctors without any.   

"Overseas doctors can take months to check. We will have no choice but to allow them to work until we have received full police clearance," he said.   

A trust official from the West Midlands told The Times that up to 30 overseas doctors would not be put through proper checks at her hospital. "It is impossible, given that we only received the names last week, to ensure that the certificates are good and true, and that the doctors are working legitimately. Our priority is to get people in position because we are so understaffed," she said.   

Matt Jameson-Evans, the co-founder of Remedy UK, the doctors' pressure group, said that the lack of security checks has been brought on by a backlog of applications.   

"Not to have the statutory checks in place in the current climate adds insult to injury. The recruitment chaos is about to spill over into patient care," he said.   

Around 32,000 junior doctors will take up new training positions on August 1, as part of the annual training rotation. Three thousand have never worked for the NHS before and should undergo full secur-ity checks to ensure that they are fit to practise and do not put the public in danger, according to NHS guidelines.   

Every new British-based doctor's name is put through an enhanced Criminal Records Bureau check -which, according to the Home Office, takes around 28 days.   

This should discover whether a person has a criminal record as well as checking "soft intelligence", which would include allegations of misconduct that remain on police file.   

Overseas doctors are supposed to be checked by the hospital. Most are asked to bring certification from their home countries, which is then verified by the authorities. The checking requirement can be set aside if there is evidence of a previous disclosure to an NHS employing organisation within the previous three years.   

Shiv Pande, a former GMC treasurer and executive member of the British International Doctors Association, said that hospitals do not have time to check overseas doctors.   

"Hospitals will have to examine many certificates of good standing from medical councils in countries such as India and Pakistan, but these can take weeks to verify," he said.   

The botched training system for junior doctors, called Modernising Medical Careers, was introduced by the Government this year.   

It created a bottleneck as about 29,000 junior doctors who left medical school two, three and four years ago competed to get on the same rung of the training ladder, which has 15,600 places. Such applicants have already cost Pounds 250,000 in training.   

An online recruitment scheme was abandoned in May after security glitches and widespread complaints from applicants who said that it failed to take proper account of qualifications. Research shows that one third of doctors who did not get a job in the first round of interviews had a first-class degree or distinction.   

The Prime Minister announced a review of the recruitment of overseas staff to the NHS three weeks ago after the failed terror attacks.   

A Department of Health spokeswoman said that it had not been made aware of a "generalised problem" with completing checks on doctors. "Of around 32,000 junior doctor applicants this year, over 29,000 are already working as NHS doctors, which means they will already have been subjected to checks.   

"The situation for junior doctors coming from abroad is inevitably more complicated. Advice to NHS hospitals is that they should do whatever is possible to check the backgrounds of junior doctors from abroad, and the Criminal Records Bureau themselves can offer advice on how to do that," she said.   

A spokeswoman for the Healthcare Commission, the body that regulates the sector, said any trust that is unable to implement security checks should contact them.   

"All trusts need to declare where they have had a significant lapse in meeting this requirement. " she said.   

* Search for health sector jobs timesonline.co.uk/jobs   

(c) Times Newspapers Ltd, 2007    
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EDUCATION | Diary of a supply teacher   

I am shaken after my brush with an assault charge. One of the main instructions from the agency is to never touch a child. I don't believe in physical punishment; it appears that I hadn't been paying proper attention.   

It seems to me that touch - a restraining hand on a shoulder, a consolatory or congratulatory hug - is a valuable tool in a teacher's armoury, or it used to be back in the dark ages when I last taught. Then, I worked briefly under a head who patrolled the corridors looking for children to cane, and I was forever justifying rowdy behaviour under the blanket heading of "drama".   

Now, however, the pendulum has swung the other way. As more and more we adopt the continental kissing and hugging as a form of greeting, any form of physical contact in schools results in shrieks of horror.   

"Ooooh, miss, are you a lesbian?" is the reaction should you accidentally brush against a girl. And "If I were, I certainly wouldn't fancy you," is patently not a sensible response.   

Concern is understandable in the age of the paedophile. Every teacher, along with everyone in the so-called caring professions, requires a Criminal Records Bureau check. It has been established that I am considered safe to work with children. Also, to be a teacher, I have to have a degree as well as a secondary teaching qualification. Could I not be allowed to make my own judgements as to when touch may or may not be inappropriate?   

One hears of primary schoolteachers whofeel unable to comfort distressed five-year-olds, and fathers reluctantto lettheir daughters' friends join in games in swimming pools, all for fear of ending up in court. It is understandable that efforts should be made to prevent dreadful o c urrences like the Soham murders, but it seems to me that much is being sacrificed to this overweening goal. Appalling things have happened and will continue to happen; nevertheless, it seems a terrible shame that competent, caring professionals should be prevented from exercising their discretion and touching children when appropriate, thereby preventing the escalation of incidents that could end up doing far worse damage.   

And while I'm on this hobby horse, what of the CRB check? The check was a requirement. No problem.   

However, not knowing how much work was likely to come my way, and bearing in mind the agency's understanding that theirs need not be my only job, I applied for part-time work in the school exclusion unit in the neighbouring county. They also seemed happy to have me, particularly as I had brought along a copy of my CRB; I went home to wait to hear from them. But the check would not do. I would have to have another, at the cost of around £40.00. Frankly, I couldn't be bothered.   

If I'm not a paedophile in one county, how can I possibly be one in another? And what of the enormous waste of police time in processing all this paperwork?   

I have a suggestion. CRB checks should be like driving licences, possibly even issued from Swansea as they have a system up and running. They should be issued for life, endorsable, revocable, and possibly returnable should circumstances permit. Would that be so difficult?   

The writer is a supply teacher in the Midlands   
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BACKGROUND checks on foreign doctors and other health workers migrating to Britain are to be stepped up after the bomb scares in London and the Glasgow airport attack.   

Recruitment of overseas medical staff will also be reviewed and global watch lists for terrorists expanded. Agreements are being sought to ensure a co-ordinated response to the threat.   

Gordon Brown announced the moves in the Commons yesterday as police in Britain and Australia continued to detain eight suspects, all of whom worked for the National Health Service.   

"It is vitally important that the message is sent out that we will stand strong, steadfast and united in the face of terror,'' he said.   

Gordon Brown, during his first Prime Minister's Questions, said the Government would strengthen checks on skilled migrants. Sponsors could be asked to provide references and other information.   

The NHS recruitment review will be carried out by Lord West, the new security minister and former defence chief.   

It could result in a reappraisal of the need for foreign workers, who have been a mainstay of the NHS for a generation. Last night there was little detail of how any new arrangements might work.   

Nearly 90,000 doctors in the UK qualified overseas at a time when domestically trained medics are finding it hard to get jobs. They are recruited under a programme that pays little attention to their political background.   

The Department of Health said vetting was a matter for the hospital or trust offering contracts to overseas doctors.   

Foreign doctors who qualify from outside the European Union have to pass rigorous linguistic and clinical tests before they can register with the General Medical Council.   

Employers can obtain details from the Criminal Records Bureau - but this only has British records.   

Many doctors are recruited by agencies and one of the suspects was an NHS locum.   

Agencies are also expected to carry out checks on recruits before finding them work.   

While the vast majority of agencies are rigorous, there has been anecdotal evidence of organisations failing to vet candidates thoroughly.   

Doctors registered to work in Britain are drawn from almost 150 countries. They include 27,558 who qualified in India, 8,188 in South Africa, 5,472 in Ireland and 2,287 in Sri Lanka. Nearly 2,000 gained their qualifications in Iraq, 488 in Iran and 184 in Jordan.   
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ALMOST 90,000 of the 240,000 doctors who have been approved to work in Britain gained their medical qualifications from overseas.   

Foreign doctors who qualified from outside the EU have to pass a series of rigorous linguistic and clinical tests before they can register with the General Medical Council, the profession's regulatory body.   

The system is likely to come under scrutiny in the wake of revelations that at least two of those arrested over the alleged car bombing plot are foreign doctors working in NHS hospitals.   

The competence exam, known as the Professional Linguistic Assessment Board (PLAB) test, combines a series of written and practical tests, and is designed to make sure that candidates have the necessary skills and knowledge to practise medicine in Britain.   

Those who pass the test and find a job then qualify for "limited registration'' with the GMC, which means that a person is allowed to work in a specified job for up to five years under the supervision of a fully-registered doctor. The GMC is also required to check a person's identify and their medical qualifications before they are allowed onto the register.   

NHS trusts should also carry out pre-employment checks to minimise the risk of unsuitable people working for the health service. These include criminal record checks and a request for references.   

The Criminal Records Bureau has access only to British criminal records, but employers can seek a "certificate of good standing'' from a candidate's country of origin. However, this is not a legal obligation. The GMC said last year that complaints against doctors had reached record levels in 2005, with a disproportionate number being made against doctors who trained overseas.   

It found that doctors who qualified outside Britain were twice as likely to face a disciplinary hearing as doctors trained here.   

Doctors registered to work in Britain are drawn from almost 150 countries. They include 27,558 who qualified in India, 8,188 in South Africa, 5,472 in Ireland and 2,287 in Sri Lanka.   

Meanwhile, a total of 1,985 gained their qualifications in Iraq, 488 in Iran and 184 in Jordan.   

Under European legislation, doctors who gain their qualifications from countries within the European Economic Area -EU countries plus Norway, Switzerland and Liechtenstein - have a right to registration in Britain and are exempt from the GMC's tests.   

G2: Call me Ms: When Eve Kay entered her title as Ms on a government form she found herself embroiled in a row about the word's definition. For heaven's sake, she says, surely it's time to ditch Miss and Mrs for good   
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When I was filling out a form for the Criminal Records Bureau recently - so it could check my suitability to work with children on a TV series - I was naturally asked for my title. As always, I typed in "Ms". At the end of the first page, though, I hit a roadblock. The program kept asking what my surname at birth was - annoying, since, despite getting married in 1994, I've had the same surname all my life.   

I found out the name of the company subcontracted to create the form - Atlantic Data - and called them. The form had been designed, they told me, to make applicants with the title Ms input their "original surnames". When I expressed my surprise, they countered that the legal definition of Ms was a woman who was formerly married. I exploded with indignation. The last time I looked, there was no legal definition of the word: it was a title invented by US feminists, adopted by the women's movement in 1971, which later crossed over to Britain. In addition, the whole point of the word was to give women a title that makes their autonomy central, not to highlight their relationship or absence of relationship, to a man.   

I felt a wave of anger. Some jerk had unilaterally decided that Ms meant a formerly married woman. Wrong! Ms was meant to be the female equivalent to Mr - a title that says nothing about a person's marital status.   

No doubt many divorced women do use the title (as Atlantic Data and the CRB were at pains to point out) - and for good reason. Ms neatly sidesteps the question of whether or not you are married. Which mature woman would want to return to Miss, a title that you would give to a child? It certainly doesn't follow, though, that the term refers only to divorced women.   

A quick survey around the offices where I work uncovered an interesting generational divide. Most of the women under 30 had never even heard of the title Ms and couldn't understand why I was so worked up. Equally, most of the women over 30 were vociferously in favour of Ms and thought the title Miss preposterous. Elisabeth Murdoch, chief executive of the company I work for, noted: "You become a Ms as opposed to a Miss on your first day as a professional . . . I don't think you take a Miss seriously (nor would you take Master seriously). And, as for the choice of Mrs - I am not someone who subscribes to the idea of assuming your husband's identity rather than your own."   

The title Ms was first invented by accident back in 1961 by the American civil rights activist Sheila Michaels. A typing error on a radical newsletter her flatmate received in the post gave her the idea. Michael's parents weren't married, so she had always been considered "illegitimate", and notes now that she "was looking for a title for a woman who did not 'belong' to a man. There was no place for me. No one wanted to claim me and I didn't want to be owned. I didn't belong to my father and I didn't want to belong to a husband - someone who could tell me what to do. I had not seen very many marriages I'd want to emulate. The whole idea came to me in a couple of hours. Tops."   

In those days many women were married off at 18 - you couldn't even get a loan from a bank as a single woman. Michaels was 22 and being a "Miss" implied she had been left on the shelf. "All employment for women, then, was regarded as being an anteroom to marriage. The first thing anyone wanted to know about you was whether you were married yet. I'd be damned if I'd bow to them."   

I can relate to Michaels' fierce sense of independence. As a child growing up in the 1970s I was an athletic tomboy and, aged 10, I was given a nosebleed by a boy in the school playground. My crime? I was a girl and I had asked him if I could join in a game of football. Ever since that punch landed, I have carried a seething sense of injustice at the idea that this is a man's world - as far as I could see, they had the best of everything. They had the best toys and games, while girls were palmed off with dolls and dresses. Women were stuck indoors cleaning and cooking, while men went out and drove cars, aeroplanes and space shuttles. That boy in the playground's visceral response to a simple request made me determined to prove that I was just as quick, as clever and as good as any boy.   

This early gender divide might seem trivial but it was institutionalised in secondary school, where boys were timetabled to do woodwork and metalwork while girls did home economics (cooking) and sewing. And this was a progressive school in the heyday of comprehensive education. Outraged, my twin sister and I overturned the policy and junked sewing for making wooden boxes and spoons.   

After school and university, I opened a new bank account and stuck Ms proudly on the application. From that moment on I was a Ms - not my father's daughter (much as I love him) and not (yet) hitched to any man. I was my own person with my own identity and Ms summed that up better than any other title. It was a small symbolic step - I knew it didn't mean that women were equal, but it was important to at least announce to the world my intent to be free.   

Michaels' Ms brainwave did not take root as quickly as she hoped - "It was terribly frustrating, because no one wanted to hear about it. There was no feminist movement in 1961, and so no one to listen. I couldn't just go ahead and call myself Ms without spending every hour of every day explaining myself and being laughed at, to boot. I had to learn to be brave."   

It took 10 years for Ms to get a wider hearing. In 1971 a friend of the American feminist Gloria Steinem heard Michaels use the term in a radio interview and suggested she use the name as a title for a new national feminist magazine. In the same year, New York congresswoman Bella Abzug introduced legislation into Congress that said that women did not have to disclose their marital status on federal forms. In 1971 the first issue of Ms appeared on newsstands and by July 1972 Ms magazine began life as a monthly, taking the concept of Ms into the mainstream.   

Mary Thom, one of its early editors, recalls that both the magazine and the word had a huge impact. "I adopted Ms from the first time I heard it. And since the title was designed for bureaucracy it was accepted immediately by bureaucracy."   

Thom also offers an explanation for the immediate appeal of Ms to American women. The title "had a real practical value. When I applied for a department store credit card, they wanted my father's name because I wasn't married - even though he lived 500 miles away, even though I was in my 20s and living away from home." Ms was needed to help end such breathtaking discrimination.   

But the title also has an earlier antecedent. In the 17th century the term Mistress had two meanings. One of these was its current meaning - a woman kept by a man who is already married. But it was also the title of a woman in charge of a household and, surprisingly, no marital status was attached. With the development of capitalism and the modern family, Mistress fell out of use as a form of address as women entered a more refined era of oppression.   

Miss and Mrs are marks of the old world, reminders of women's second-class status as wives-to-be (Miss) or simply wives (Mrs). If you are a woman who doesn't use Ms - particularly a woman under 30 who has never even thought of it - then ponder this: how do you want to present yourself to the world? Are you an appendage or an appendage-in-waiting? Don't be branded and marked by old-world convention. Let's kick against those fools at companies such as Atlantic Data. Let's put two fingers up to employers and bureaucrats who want to define us by our marital status. Choose Miss and you are condemned to childish immaturity. Choose Mrs and be condemned as some guy's chattel. Choose Ms and you become an adult woman in charge of your whole life *   

If you would like to comment on any of the issues discussed in this article, please write to women@guardian.co.uk   
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SERIOUS offenders may be slipping through the net and working with children because of continuing blunders by the Home Office.   

It emerged yesterday that the number of British criminals convicted abroad whose details were never passed to the police was four times greater than ministers originally admitted.   

The department faced further criticism last night with the disclosure that key recommendations made by the inquiry into the Soham murders are years behind schedule.   

In January, it was revealed that 27,000 case files covering 16,000 people convicted overseas had been left to gather dust in the Home Office over the past decade.   

They had never been entered into the police national computer which is used by the Criminal Records Bureau for clearing people to work with children and vulnerable people.   

The Home Office initially said they included about 540 serious and sexual offenders. But Tony McNulty, the police minister, yesterday told MPs that the true figure was 2,198.   

The total included 21 potentially dangerous offenders who were convicted mainly of murder or manslaughter.   
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HOME | Home News IN BRIEF   

The number of serious offences committed by Britons abroad which the Home Office has failed to process has been revealed to be four times higher than previously thought. The Police Minister Tony McNulty said there were 2,198 sexual and serious offenders within the 27,000 foreign convictions backlog.   

The Home Secretary John Reid initially said the figure was just 540 in an update to Parliament shortly after the backlog was exposed in January. A report from his department said officials had "erred on the side of caution" in drawing up the new list, which was now a "more thorough and comprehensive job". The total included 21 potentially dangerous offenders who were convicted mainly of murder or manslaughter, it added.   

The failure to add the 27,000 files relating to Britons convicted of crimes overseas to the Police National Computer raised fears that dangerous people could be cleared to work with children and vulnerable adults. The report, published yesterday, revealed 89 serious offenders were given a clean bill of health by the Criminal Records Bureau because of the Home Office's failures. Of those, 72 actually went on to get jobs and 52 remained in employment. "It is up to the employer to consider appropriate action where the person is still working," the report said.   

Five offenders are being followed up to potentially bar them from working with children or vulnerable adults.   

Teachers are treated unfairly in this culture of allegations, says Falcone r   
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* Accused should be granted anonymity   

* 'Common sense' needed over rights   

Teachers accused of abuse of pupils should be guaranteed anonymity while the allegations are investigated, the Lord Chancellor said yesterday.   

Lord Falconer of Thoroton said that teachers' reputations were being ruined by the "allegations culture" and an unfair disciplinary process that could leave their careers in tatters even if allegations proved to be completely unfounded.   

The Lord Chancellor also called for a more "common sense" approach to human rights. Head teachers were perfectly justified, for example, in refusing unreasonable demands from Muslim pupils who claimed that it was their human right to wear Islamic dress in schools. He cited the decision of a Luton school to stop Shabina Begum wearing a jilbab -a long loose gown -to class.   

Lord Falconer told the conference of the National Association of Head Teachers that teachers should not face automatic suspension when an allegation was made against them. False accusations should no longer be automatically reported to the local authority or appear on Criminal Records Bureau checks and job references, he said, and schools should have some means of making public statements of a teacher's innocence as soon as they were cleared of a spurious allegation.   

Suspensions and investigations that lasted for years "ruin lives often utterly unfairly", he said. If teachers facing accusations were automatically suspended, regardless of the allegations' merits, that knowledge could spread very quickly, ruining reputations, Lord Falconer said. Nor was it fair that "patently false" accusations should be allowed to follow teachers through their entire career.   

Teachers have long complained that allegations against them are recorded by the school and reported to the local authority. This means that the accusations appear on criminal record checks and job references, even when the teacher is cleared, blighting their chances for career advancement.   

"Where it's demonstrably the case that the allegation is false, there should be greater discretion as to whether it's recorded," Lord Falconer said.   

Mick Brookes, the association's general secretary, said that heads were sometimes able to protect teachers from false allegations by not reporting them to the local authority, yet there was nobody to protect heads when they fell victim. An accusation against a head would automatically be referred to the authority, which would suspend them at once.   

"If an allegation is made against a head, the cavalry come out very quickly.   

Social services are there in squads and there is an immediate, very high escalation," Mr Brookes said.   

As a head teacher he had taken the risk of not reporting four cases in which his teachers had been accused of abuse because he had found all the cases to be unfounded. Those teachers were left to get on with their careers. He contrasted this with the case of a head who has been suspended and who attempted suicide as a result, even though the union expects him to be cleared of the claims against him.   

Lord Falconer rejected the union's demands for sanctions against those who levelled false accusations against teachers and heads, arguing that this might deter those with genuine grievances from reporting them. He also ruled out changes to criminal investigations of teachers.   

Public misunderstanding of human rights legislation partly explained the "allegations culture", the Lord Chancellor suggested. An over-zealous interpretation of the Human Rights Act had led to claims in the name of "human rights" that were nothing of the sort.   

(c) Times Newspapers Ltd, 2007    

Home inspectors 'will not need ID'   
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INSPECTORS carrying out checks under the new home information packs scheme will not be forced to have official identification, it is claimed.   

Experts warned yesterday that it would be difficult to know whether those doing the assessments were genuine. It follows concerns that there is no legal requirement for the inspectors to be checked by the Criminal Records Bureau.   

The information packs will be compulsory for homes put on the market after June 1. They will include an energy assessment carried out by inspectors who been on a six-week course.   

Trevor Kent, a former president of the National Association of Estate Agents, said many would be self-employed, meaning they will not have identification cards from a company or professional body. "Anyone might turn up,'' he said. Gillian Charlesworth, head of regulation policy at the Royal Institution of Chartered Surveyors, said: "I would advise people to be very careful when an inspector comes to the door.''   

She said RICS was asking members who become inspectors to have a criminal record check, but that there was only one place that will process individual applications. "It is yet another reason why we shouldn't be launching these in June,'' she added.   

A spokesman for SAVA, a large training and accreditation body for inspectors, said its assessors would be checked after training. She said there was a three-week wait for the result, but denied this would affect the number available for the deadline. Parliament will vote on whether the packs should go ahead on May 16.   

A spokesman for the Department for Communities and Local Government said that energy assessors will not be allowed to work unless criminal record checks have been done. "Accreditation schemes also have a responsibility to ensure that all assessors carry appropriate identification,'' he said.   

Register offices' IT project a 'complete system failure';Factbox   

Rosemary Bennett Social Affairs Correspondent   
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* New system has been abandoned   

* Births and deaths records incomplete   

Hundreds of register offices across the country have been ordered to abandon a new online system for recording births, deaths and marriages in the latest IT fiasco to hit the government.   

The Times has learnt that the huge Pounds 6 million IT project has met with "complete system failure" and online registration has been suspended in half the 3,000 offices.   

Registrars have been told that a long-term solution will take "many months" and in the meantime those affected should revert to the old computer system, even though that means none of the hundreds of births, deaths and marriages that occur each day will be centrally recorded.   

Registrars have complained bitterly about the problems caused by the new system, which at times has forced them them to ask grieving family members to give details of their loved ones twice because the data has been lost.   

In many areas, multiple death certificates cannot be issued because of the problems. Multiple certificates are vital for transferring assets and pensions as companies do not accept photocopies as proof of death.   

The hardware and software, developed by Siemens and US group ManTech respectively, was tested extensively before being introduced at register offices late last year.   

However, when the last tranches of offices was added in March, the new system almost ground to a halt. Officers said that its performance was so slow that it was unusable.   

When IT staff came to try and sort it out, they found it could not reliably save data.   

Details of the fiasco are contained in a letter to today's Times. The author, a registrar in the home counties, said that since it was known in advance exactly how many staff would be using the system every day, volume testing had clearly been inadequate.   

Concerns raised by staff about the reliability of the new system were dismissed, the registrar said.   

Details of the latest government IT fiasco come just days after a new row erupted over its new online application system for junior doctors.   

A security lapse on the new recruitment website revealed highly personal details about applicants for several hours.   

Doctors' leaders had already condemned the new system for recruiting junior doctors as "shambolic" and Patricia Hewitt, the Health Secretary, has ordered a review.   

The breach in security on the doctors' site has led to new fears that fraudsters will find it easy to obtain data on births and deaths to forge identities from the online service.   

Online registration was introduced for recording civil partnerships in 2005.   

Births and deaths were added last year. Marriages are due to be added later this year, and a government spokesman said it was still the intention to go ahead in the offices still using the new system.   

A spokesman for the Office for National Statistics, which oversees the General Register Office, said testing had been thorough. "There was a lengthy period performance testing to see if the new system could cope with the load and we ran two different pilot programmes," he said.   

"Those were successfully completed, and in March we began the phased roll-out to all areas. To begin with, it seemed to go pretty well, but when the last tranche was added on it produced problems of slow performance. We decided to withdraw the system in some areas, so half have gone back to using the old electronic system.   

There will be no loss of data, registration will go ahead as normal and we are going full steam ahead in trying to sort out the problem."   

However, registrars say there are no arrangements or funding in place for all the hundreds of hours of overtime that will be required to enter all the data, currently being held in handwritten registers and the old computer system, on to the online system once it has been fixed.   

Letters, page 18   

SYSTEM FAILURE   

Passport agency   

Computer problems struck in the summer of 1998 forcing thousands to cancel their holidays and costing taxpayers Pounds 12 million to fix   

Child Support Agency   

An IT phone system was launched in April 2003, two years late and Pounds 56 million pounds over budget. The 1.2 million existing cases could not be transferred on to the new system because it failed to work   

Benefits Reprocessing Payments Programme   

Set up in December 2003 to streamline payment of benefits and save Pounds 60 million by picking up new and repeat claim data by telephone and the internet. Shelved last year   

NHS medical records and appointments booking system   

The Pounds 6 billion project has been dogged by glitches and delays   

Criminal Records Bureau   

It emerged last year that "loopholes" meant hundreds of thousands of teachers were going unchecked. Teachers convicted of sexual offences were cleared to work in school   

Junior doctor's on-line recruitment   

System under review after best qualified junior doctors failed to get interviews under the new scheme. Government then forced to apologised after a security lapse enabled public to see confidential information on thousands of applicants   

Source: Times database   
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SIR - This week at my daughter's primary school I handed over my completed Criminal Records Bureau form, and required identification documents, in order to be considered fit to volunteer a few hours a term helping out in her classroom.   

I was just coming to terms with the fact that my humble desire to help out with sharpening pencils and icing cakes rendered me bereft of all my vital documents - birth certificate, marriage certificate and passport - when I was politely informed that these were not sufficient, and a driving licence or council tax bill was also required.   

Mary Bienfait   

St Albans, Hertfordshire   

Struggling Home Office split up to combat terrorism: The breakup: Who gets what   
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Home Office   

Office of security and counter-terrorism   

Crime and policing   

Antisocial behaviour   

Drugs policy   

Community safety   

Serious Organised Crime Agency   

Criminal Records Bureau   

Borders and Immigration Agency,   

Identity cards and passports   

Ministry of Justice   

National Offender Management Service, covering prisons and probation   

Criminal justice reform   

Criminal, civil, and family law   

Youth justice   

Courts and tribunals, legal aid   

Supporting the judiciary   

Privy Council   

Electoral reform   

Human rights   

Freedom of information   

Devolution   

Schoolchildren are taught by untrained 'teaching instructors'   
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THOUSANDS OF graduates without teaching qualifications are working as supply teachers in schools.   

The graduates, who do not have qualified teacher status and who have often received no training, are being taken on by agencies to provide cover for up to 12 months at a time.   

Called "teaching instructors'', so that schools are legally able to employ them, they are placed in charge of classes, plan and set work in key subjects and have responsibility for pupils' behaviour.   

At Select Education, Britain's largest supply agency, one in five of the "teachers'' they employ are unqualified graduates who are expected to take on full classroom responsibilities. Advertisements for other agencies invite applications from "both qualified teachers and experienced teaching instructors'' to fill supply teacher jobs in London, Manchester, Leicester, Leeds, Wakefield and Bradford.   

The extent to which graduates are being used to fill often long-term gaps left by a shortage of teachers has shocked teacher unions and parent organisations. Supply cover jobs of four to six months at a time are not unusual, often in important curriculum areas such as maths and science.   

Tough inner city schools, in particular, have to rely on supply teachers, exacerbating the problem of high staff turnover that was pinpointed by Ofsted, the inspection body for schools in England, as a major barrier to school improvement.   

Margaret Morrissey, the spokesman for the Confederation of Parent Teacher Associations, said: "This has got to stop. Every parent will see the advantage of having an expert in a particular subject working alongside a teacher but they should be as well as, and not instead of. We do not expect an education system, which is being funded by billions of pounds of taxpayers' money, where our children are being taught by 'pseudo teachers' or classroom assistants.''   

The supply teaching market has increased over the past 10 years because of teacher shortages and the number of staff on stress-related sick leave. Recent government reforms that allow classroom assistants and cover supervisors to stand in when teachers have guaranteed time away from class for planning and marking has also increased demand. It was estimated that pounds 383 million was spent by schools on supply teachers in 2004/05.   

Official figures show that the number of teaching instructors in schools without qualified teaching status has soared from 1,500 in 1997 to 6,800 in 2006, although this includes teachers from overseas.   

The National Union of Teachers blamed the Government's reforms for creating a situation where "a whole range of unqualified people'' could now teach classes.   

"Ministers changed the rules so that it is no longer necessary to have professional training,'' a spokesman said. "The floodgates have opened and we have classroom assistants, cover supervisors and teaching instructors acting as supply teachers for long periods. Parents presume that the person in front of the class is a teacher. That is no longer always the truth.''   

There is no compulsory training that graduates must complete before working as supply teachers. As long as they have the relevant degree, provide references and a satisfactory Criminal Records Bureau report, and pass an interview, they can teach. Unqualified graduates are paid about pounds 100 a day by agencies, compared with about pounds 140 a day for those with qualified-teacher status.   

John Dunn, an education adviser for the Recruitment and Employment Confederation, said: "The school system will have to acknowledge this trend. It is almost impossible to recruit full-time, qualified teaching staff.''   

Short cuts on criminal check-ups;Social care   

119 words

Publication date: 20 March 2007

Source: The Times

Page: Public Agenda 6

(c) 2007 Times Newspapers Limited. All rights reserved   

SOCIAL care staff are not being fully vetted by the Criminal Records Bureau (CRB) before they are allowed to work with vulnerable adults, Community Care (March 21) reports. Employers are instead checking new staff against the Protection of Vulnerable Adults list, which takes three days, compared with a full CRB check which takes about six weeks, because of high staff turnover rates. "Many managers fear (that) they will lose their candidate if they have to wait...for a month or longer for a CRB check before they can start work," says Daniel Blake, the policy and development manager at the charity Action on Elder Abuse.   

(c) Times Newspapers Ltd, 2007    

4hild safety will now be leftto a computer   

By Josie Appleton   
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Criminal Records Bureau (CRB) checks are once again the subject of scandal. On Monday last week, one report sounded "alarm'' at CRB "loopholes'' that meant hundreds of thousands of teachers were going unchecked. On Wednesday, another report claimed that teachers convicted of sexual offences were cleared to work in schools. The Government responded by saying it will introduce the "toughest ever'' vetting and barring system in 2008, which will solve these kinds of problems.   

The Safeguarding Vulnerable Groups Act, 2006 will mean that any adult who comes into contact with a child through work or volunteering will be put on a database, and subject to constant criminal records vetting. This massive system will affect around 9.5 million adults: not only teachers, but also fathers who volunteer at the local football club and mothers who help out at their child's school. Non-compliance will be a criminal offence, punished with a pounds 5,000 fine. The law is a response to the tragic Soham murders, yet it is founded on the fallacy that every problem can be solved with another database and more mass surveillance. In fact, the more the Government extends vetting, the more confused the system will become.   

The Act itself seems to be something of a shambles. At an information session two weeks ago, Government officials gave very different answers even to the question of when it will become a crime not to be vetted: the lead Home Office minister said in autumn 2008, when the Act comes into force; the lead official for the Department for Education and Skills told me not until 2009. A member of the audience asked whether lifeguards would have to be vetted. The DfES official shrugged and called on a member of his team, who gave a long answer that did not include either of the words "yes'' or "no''. Nor did officials know how much the checks would cost ("I think we said that we would consult on that, didn't we?'').   

The new Act will create a series of arbitrary lines in the sand; so, for example, you are obliged to be on the database if you work with children more than once a month, but not if you do so once every two months. You will have to get vetted for any one-off event overnight, such as a foreign exchange student staying in your home, but not if that event occurs in the day.   

The CRB check system requires people to suspend commonsense and bend to the demands of procedure. Recent DfES guidelines for schools offered the case study of a mother who offers to teach cooking for 20 minutes a week in the corner of the classroom. The headmaster in this scenario asks her to apply for an enhanced CRB check because she will "effectively be unsupervised'' and "her normal duties will include caring for, training, supervising, or being in sole charge of children''. This is database thinking: information in; decision out.   

The more such suspicious procedures expand, the less likely it is adults will help out. A cricket coach at the information session said that he always had an influx of parent volunteers at the start of the season, and he normally put them straight to work while waiting for their checks to come through.   

Come 2008 (or 2009), such behaviour would be criminal. People will be deterred from volunteering, or will have more sterile relationships with children. The responsible adult gives way to the "safeguarding coordinator''. Concern for children's welfare is not enough: you need to have been on the child protection course and got the certificate. Perhaps the real scandal is that ministers think a computer system can care for children.   

Josie Appleton is convenor of the Manifesto Club, and is coordinating an online petition against the expansion of vetting:   www.manifestoclub.com  

National: The messages: 'Stacks of convictions have not been put into the police computer'  
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August 5 1998 , Home Office to National Criminal Intelligence Service: " The [Home Office] has long agreed with Interpol London that without fingerprints the information submitted . . . was worthless "  

October 31 2005 , Association of Chief Police Officers' criminal records officer to Home Office: "Stacks of convictions relating to UK nationals have piled up in the UK central authority for the last six years without being input to the Police National Computer"  

August 15 2006 , internal Criminal Records Bureau email to senior official saying he " may also wish to advise ministers before we act given the likelihood of what may result if this situation becomes more widely known. The inevitable questions will be asked as to why this information was not actioned before now . . . you may wish to flag this issue up to your opposite numbers in the Home Office . . . prior to taking the issue to ministers"  

September 25 2006 , Home Office official to Acpo official: "I understand there is still quite a pile of papers inherited from the previous arrangements - I think you showed us some of the boxes"  

October 3 2006 , Adrian McAllister, Hampshire's deputy chief constable. to police minister Tony McNulty, which he has denied seeing: "We have a significant number of UK nationals who commit serious offences whilst abroad. In most cases the police and other criminal justice partners, including the courts, are completely unaware of such offending"  

October 19 2006 , Acpo official to Home Office on level of risk of failure to record overseas convictions: " The potential risk is enormous and we don't yet have any particular 'horror stories ' but I am sure they will come out . . . we have identified to date: 27 rapes and 47 serious sex abuse cases [50% on children] committed by UK nationals over the past 7 years . . . Most offenders are not on the PNC [police national computer] and therefore not on sex offenders register, nor are their fingerprints on Ident1 [identification technology] and their DNA has never been searched on the national DNA database."  

March 2 2007 , official inquiry report : "I have found no evidence that the existence of the accumulated records were brought to ministerial attention at any time prior to January 9 2007."  

Home Office condemned for 10 years of mistakes  

By Nigel Morris Home Affairs Correspondent  
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POLITICS  

A staggering catalogue of mistakes by the Home Office over 10 years led to the troubled department failing to pass on information about 27,500 crimes committed by Britons abroad, a report into the scandal has concluded.  

John Reid, the Home Secretary, was engulfed by a political storm in January after it emerged that details of the offences, including 540 murders, sex crimes and violent attacks, had not been added to the police national computer.  

Ministers faced accusations of a whitewash after the internal Home Office report cleared them of responsibility for the blunders, putting the blame instead on a "collective failure" by civil servants.  

The inquiry condemned the department's poor or-ganisation, lack of accountability or initiative, "stifling corporate behaviour" and weak leadership, as well as individual errors, for the fiasco which led to thousands of case files gathering dust in the corner of an office.  

The report said ministers only learned of the problem when police told a Commons select committee about it in January.  

But opposition politicians seized on a letter three months earlier from the Association of Chief Police Officers (Acpo), which last year took over responsibility for processing the records, to Tony McNulty, the Policing minister.  

Although it did not spell out worries about the growing backlog, it cited the example of 27 British rapists, including some who had attacked children, who had been convicted in Germany but whose details had not been passed to the police. It suggested he raise the subject with the Home Secretary. After a two-month delay, Joan Ryan, a junior Home Office minister, acknowledged the letter.  

Ms Ryan told the inquiry, conducted by Dusty Amroliwala, the department's senior personnel director, that she had intended to mention the issue to Mr Reid but decided not to after being advised by officials to wait for more information. Mr Amroliwala said there had been a succession of opportunities to alert ministers to the problem, but officials were diverted by other events and "an absence of lateral thinking".  

He concluded: "I have found no evidence that the existence of the accumulated records or their content were brought to ministerial attention at any time prior to 9 January 2007."  

But David Davis, the shadow Home Secretary, said the evidence uncovered by the inquiry showed that ministers were culpable. "This report is a crude attempt to manipulate the media, seeking to blame officials and past Governments while exonerating ministers," he said. "This inquiry lacked independence and was carried out by a civil servant who does not have the authority to investigate his ministerial masters."  

Nick Clegg, the Liberal Democrat home affairs spokesman, said it "simply beggared belief " that the Acpo letter did not set alarm bells ringing. He said: "This report is a glorified form of buck-passing. John Reid and his ministers claim they knew nothing so can't be held to account, as if ignorance is an acceptable excuse for serial incompetence."  

Home Office ministers went to ground yesterday, saying the report was a matter for officials.  

How files gathered dust  

1991 - UK ratifies European agreement on sharing information about criminal convictions. For four years, details of Britons' offences are sent to the National Criminal Intelligence Service  

1995 - Case files start accumulating in the Home Office with a view to putting them on the police national computer  

1997 - The Home Office tells the Council of Europe that it 'values receiving relevant criminal record data from foreign countries'  

Oct 2005 - Association of Chief Police Officers (Acpo) says 'stacks' of convictions not entered on the police computer  

March 2006 - Ministers advised to set up central authority to handle issue  

Aug 2006 - Acpo wins contract to run the authority. The Criminal Records Bureau sounds alarm over backlog of files  

Oct 2006 - Acpo writes to ministers over the issue, and suggests John Reid is briefed on the subject, but does not specifically mention the backlog  

Dec 2006 - Acpo receives brief 'holding reply' from a junior minister, Joan Ryan  

Jan 2007 - Chief Constable of Hampshire tells a Commons select commi-tee that 27,500 case files are gathering dust in the Home Office.  

Reply Letters and emails: Child abuse checks  
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DfES guidance is clear (New alarm at lack of vetting for school staff, February 26); all staff, governors and volunteers should have been checked according to the rules in force when they were appointed. To run new Criminal Records Bureau checks on all staff, governors and volunteers at one time would clog the system completely. More importantly, it would not work, as checking is only a minor, though important, part of safeguarding. The reason is obvious: the first time someone offends, they have a clean record. It is false security simply to rely on criminal checks. All the recent cases we know about of improper behaviour, some very serious, have concerned staff with a clean record. Safeguarding children requires all of us to adopt behaviour that ensures that risks are minimised, that children's concerns are listened to seriously, and that inappropriate behaviour is never condoned.  

John Freeman  

Joint president, Association of Directors of Children's Services  

G2: No more secrets: Tony Blair insists his government is not building a Big Brother-style super-database. But all the talk of 'perfectly sensible' reforms and 'transformational government' masks a chilling assault on our privacy, says Steve Boggan  
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2775 words

Publication date: 27 February 2007

Source: The Guardian

Page: 12

© Copyright 2007.  The Guardian.  All rights reserved.  

E arlier this year, Tony Blair announced plans to allow government departments to share more information about us, while rubbishing the suggestion that this would lead to the creation of a "Big Brother" super-database. At the moment, he said, over-zealous rules on data-sharing leave government departments hamstrung. Each one stores information on us, and much of it is out of date. Ministers even cited the disturbing case of one man who had had to contact 44 branches of government to sort out affairs when a family member died. How much simpler it would be, then, to have all our identity information in one place where it could be easily updated with one phone call or letter.  

To most people, unfamiliar with the myriad government proposals and strategy documents on "e-government" and data sharing, it might have sounded like a good idea - even "perfectly sensible", as Blair put it. Besides, what was wrong with government departments actually talking to each other? Isn't that what we want - joined-up government? At the time, the prime minister and John Hutton, secretary of state at the Department for Work and Pensions (DWP), which is spearheading plans for data sharing, said it would not be necessary to set up a new super-database for all this informa tion. That is true. What some people may not have understood, however, is that a database that will make all this possible - the national identity register - is already under construction. Or that civil servants are expecting up to 265 government departments and 44,000 accredited "private sector organisations" to use it to verify your identity.  

Nor did they say that each time such verification takes place, that check - and who made it - will be recorded, leading to an audit trail that could build up a detailed picture of you and your life. Prying eyes could work out where you travel, what kind of goods you buy, the fact that you have applied for a loan, what benefits you are claiming, that you have had a prescription or re-mortgaged your house. With a little imagination, the list simply grows and grows.  

If you want to know the potential for the amount of information that could be collated and cross-referenced with the use of the national identity register and your unique ID number, it is necessary to fit together the pieces of a complex jigsaw puzzle found in documents published by the Treasury, the Home Office, the Office for National Statistics, the Cabinet Office, the Department for Constitutional Affairs and the DWP. For while Tony Blair thinks it would be useful for government to have all our ID information in one place, we have to fish around for the facts that could affect us.  

Before we take a closer look at what these departments want to do with our information, it would be useful to remind ourselves of what the national identity register will be and what information (at the moment) the law says it can hold on us. Last March, the Identity Cards Act became law and provided for the creation of a national identity register that could hold more than 50 items of information on you, recorded when you apply to renew your passport. Significantly, the act was framed in such a way that more items could be added in future but, at present, they include: your name, signature, other names by which you have been known, your date of birth, place of birth, gender, where you live, all your homes in the UK and abroad and where you have ever lived.  

The register will also hold biometric details: your picture, all your fingerprints and images of your irises. Your residential status (if you are an immigrant) will be recorded, as will your national insurance number and passport details. Your driving licence number will be on there, as will all details of your new national identity card - when it was issued, whether you have lost one, requested a replacement and so on.  

The register will also record the details of how you proved your identity in the first place and will log all the times anyone has used the register to check who you are. It will, therefore, store details of all the people and organisations who have used it to check your ID - a government department, your bank, airlines, the dealer from whom you bought your car and all the other commercial outlets that confirm your identity before you make significant purchases of goods or services.  

All of this, of course, is related to your use of a national identity card with its unique identifier number. According to the Strategic Action Plan for the National Identity Scheme, published by the Home Office in December, work on biometrics, including a "joint venture" with the Criminal Records Bureau and the setting up of partnerships with the private sector to produce the card and the national identity register, will be well advanced by June.  

In December, John Reid, the Home Secretary, said he would like it to be implemented rapidly, beginning with biometric cards for foreign nationals in 2008 and cards for British citizens, issued - voluntarily at first - with biometric passports, in 2009. (The Tories have said they will scrap the scheme if they come to power.) The cost of "rolling out" the scheme has been put at pounds 5.4bn, but critics argue that given the government's appalling record on IT projects that figure could rise to as much as pounds 20bn.  

In order for the cards to be made compulsory, there would have to be further votes in the House of Commons and the House of Lords. However, an examination of the various government department plans suggests that civil servants and advisers favour a compulsory scheme in the future.  

T he Citizen Information Project, a report made by the Office for National Statistics in 2003, recommended the use of the national identity register as a population register and advocated more widespread sharing of information among government departments. Over 10 years, it says, pounds 685m could be saved if the national identity register was used as such a population register and adds: "We believe that there is significant value to both citizens and the government in greater sharing of contact details (name, address, date of birth, reference numbers) in a secure way across the public sector. This should be implemented through the government's proposed identity cards scheme on the basis that the scheme eventually becomes compulsory.  

"We also need to look to further embed efficiency through data sharing as a standard practice across the public sector, rather than something considered within niche projects."  

At present, the Data Protection Act allows sharing of information on a very limited basis where it is needed for specified purposes only - not "across the public sector".  

Another document, Transformational Government Enabled by Technology (with the snappy sub-heading Citizen and Business- centred Shared Services, Professionally Delivered), was published by the Cabinet Office in November 2005. It contains a foreword by the prime minister, in which he says: "Within the public services we have to use technology to join up and share services rather than duplicate them. It is a simple fact that we are stronger and more effective when we work together than apart. It is also self-evident that we will only be able to deliver the full benefits to customers that these new systems offer through using technology to integrate the process of government at the centre." Quite reasonably, it says that there is much waste in government departments acting as "islands", each storing information on individuals that might be outdated. And it is vital here to understand that the national identity register will not, in itself, amount to a Big Brother database with all your sensitive information on it, your criminal record or personal files from those "islands". However, your audit trail with your unique identifier number, makes such a massive central database unnecessary. If, for example, the security services wanted to find out about you, this would allow them to pull together everything about you from all the other government and commercial databases.  

Last September, plans for sharing our data across departments - and the strains that might put on Data Protection legislation - became clearer with the publication of the Department for Constitutional Affairs' "Information Sharing Vision Statement". That put much emphasis on citizens' privacy being safeguarded by the Data Protection Act, but paved the way for sharing of information on a grand scale.  

The statement argues that data-sharing will make government more efficient. It remains to be seen whether such efficiencies will be made at a cost to privacy.  

Take this, for example, on how sharing of information might affect an ordinary citizen claiming, say, pension credit. The vision statement says: "The pension service will gather information for council tax benefit from customers when they claim pension credit. For those customers who receive pension credit, the relevant local authority will be notified of the decision and will be passed relevant council tax benefit supplementary information.  

"The local authority will then check for council tax liability and verify any relevant additional information before making an assessment and award of council tax benefit."  

So, on one hand, you might find you qualify unexpectedly for council tax benefit. On the other, information will have been shared about you without your knowledge.  

But why should we care? Don't we expect such people to know all about us? And won't this lead to much more efficient government? Perhaps, but a qualification in the example above might give us a clue as to where all this might go. After giving the council tax benefit example, the vision statement adds: "Legislation may be needed to enable these changes."  

This is likely to relate to the Data Protection Act's second principle, which states that information may be shared only for one or more specified purposes. But as data sharing is increasingly adopted as good practice, the temptation for wider, unspecified sharing may grow.  

Civil liberties groups are worried that at some point in the future, the amounts of information allowed to be stored on the national identity register may also increase. For this to happen, the home secretary needs to put a simple order before parliament. Instead of new legislation, which must be passed through a number of readings and committee stages, such an order would require only a single vote. "Our concern is that, whatever the government says the register's uses are at the beginning, it would be nonsensical for it not to extend them - if only for reasons of cost-effectiveness - to gather more information about us and to increase the numbers of people who can access it for convenience," says Gareth Crossman, director of policy at Liberty. "It makes no sense whatsoever to design a system like this and then not use it to its full potential. Political expediency makes this the logical approach. When ID cards were first introduced in the second world war, they had three purposes: national security, to aid conscription and for rationing. In 1950, a parliamentary commission was set up by Winston Churchill to look at the cards and found that by then they were being used for 39 purposes. We believe such an expansion of uses will happen with the new ID card and the register."  

Only last week, Tony Blair announced that police would be able to check fingerprints from crime scenes with biometric information on the national identity register. Opposition politicians immediately denounced the prospect of "fishing expeditions", with the Conservatives complaining that it would inevitably lead to miscarriages of justice.  

Phil Booth, national coordinator of the No2ID campaign ( www.no2id.net ), spends all his time pulling together pieces of fresh information on where the ID cards scheme might be going. "My main concern is the audit trail that will be built up on you in the national identity register," he says.  

"Each time anyone checks on your ID, it will be recorded. That means that over time the authorities could build up a very accurate picture of everything you do. That audit trail then becomes the key to the data that is stored on all other databases no matter where they are kept. It is not necessary to have a giant database because your ID number and the audit trail provide the key to the information on all the other databases."  

According to a document published by the Identity and Passport Service, a branch of the Home Office, entitled Procurement Strategy Market Soundings, large sections of the production and administration of the ID card scheme and the national identity register will be implemented and administered by the private sector. While much will be retained in-house for security reasons - with, we are assured, significant privacy safeguards in place - commercial entities will either produce or have access to limited parts of the register for the purpose of validating identities.  

At one point, encouraging private business to become involved, the strategy document says: "On current forecasts, identity verification transactions are anticipated to rise to 163m per year (successful take-up of the identity card scheme could see this level considerably exceeded) with 265 government departments and as many as 44,000 private sector organisations accredited."  

The information commissioner's office, which monitors data protection matters, is keeping a close eye on all this to ensure that commercial access is limited only to the verification of ID and that information is neither held nor shared inappropriately. But as plans for the register move forward - and, as we have seen, new legislation might be brought in to weaken data protection law - the development of safeguards is a work in progress.  

The assistant commissioner, John Bamford, says there will be strict controls on how data is shared and for how long details of ID checks - forming your audit trail - are held.  

"On the one hand, it is necessary to keep details of who has used the register to verify your ID so that checks can be made to ensure no one is misusing the system, and so you can check it yourself online," he says. "On the other, we will want assurances that that data or the information shared among government departments is used in line with data protection law and is not held longer than is absolutely necessary. Our concern is to get this right at the outset because once the genie is out of the bottle, it is a huge genie to get back in."  

For now, the Department of Work and Pensions, whose vast database, the Customer Information System, will form the basis for the national identity register, is giving assurances that the sharing of data and access to it will be strictly limited and tightly controlled. Civil servants, it says, will only have access to specific pieces of information about you through rigorously controlled channels called "statutory gateways".  

The Identity Cards Act makes provision for the establishment of a national identity scheme commissioner to monitor the whole thing. But it also provides for the sharing of your data - without your consent - with the director general of the security service, the chief of the intelligence service, the director of communications at GCHQ, the director general of the Serious Organised Crime Agency and chief police officers up and down the country. And this, the act says, is not something the commissioner may keep under review. He will have no watchdog powers over the security services in this regard.  

The prime minister likes to call all this "transformational government" and few would deny that changes are, indeed, taking place. For example, next year will see the introduction of the children's information sharing index, which will track every child, and all services they receive, from birth. And, of course, there is the NHS care records system, the so-called Spine database on which the government wants to hold all personal health information.  

Once you have a national identity card, a number and an audit trail, all of this - and everything every government department, bank or supermarket has on you - could be accessed, without your knowledge or consent, by the security services, justified by their slightest suspicion of you. And the national identity scheme commissioner, the watchdog without teeth, wouldn't be able to so much as growl *  
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Hundreds of thousands of people working with children in schools are still not being put through criminal record checks promised by the government in the wake of the Soham murders, the Guardian has learned.  

Guidance sent to schools and colleges last month explains that existing teachers and other members of staff who work closely with children do not have to be fully vetted, despite claims by ministers that the procedures would be tightened.  

The government promised to close the loophole last year when Ruth Kelly, then education secretary, told parliament she was ordering schools to carry out criminal record checks on all new appointments.  

The move came after it emerged that 88 sex offenders had been cleared by her department to work in schools.  

But the new advice sent to schools shows the powers are still not in place.  

The 129-page guidance from the Department for Education and Skills says schools are not required to run criminal background checks on any staff already in post. New recruits are also exempt if they move directly from another school.  

The DfES document, Safeguarding Children and Safer Recruitment in Education, says schools only have to run checks on staff who have not worked with children before, or have not done so in the three months before taking up a new job.  

Officials concede that the loopholes will not be closed for at least another year.  

The government first promised a tightening of the rules following the murders of Holly Wells and Jessica Chapman by school caretaker Ian Huntley in 2002.  

Local government leaders said yesterday the delay could expose children to harm, and called on the government to act immediately to give schools powers to perform Criminal Records Bureau checks on all their staff.  

Les Lawrence, chairman of the Local Government Association's Children and Young People Board, said: "The LGA continues to fight long and hard to ensure checks are performed retrospectively in schools, and ministers must act now to give them the powers to ensure that children are never exposed to individuals who might be harmful to them."  

In the wake of the Soham murders and the inquiry by Sir Michael Bichard that followed, the government has moved to overhaul the piecemeal measures designed to protect children from adults in positions of responsibility who might harm them. The Safeguarding and Vulnerable Groups Act 2006 will introduce a new vetting and barring system, including compulsory CRB checks on all existing school staff and all new recruits, as recommended by the Bichard report.  

Information available through the checks will also be much more comprehensive - it will include so-called soft intelligence that may be less than a criminal conviction, such as the fact that Ian Huntley was accused of rape on four occasions, though never charged.  

The problem, however, is that the tougher procedures are being phased in from 2008, raising concerns that hundreds of thousands of staff will remain without criminal record checks in the meantime.  

The DfES says the delay is needed to ensure the CRB, set up in 2002 and overloaded on previous occasions, is able to handle the volume of checks involved. A DfES spokesman said if schools had any concerns they could get a CRB check. He added that anyone cautioned for sex offences against children would automatically end up on the official blacklist of adults banned from working in schools.  

"We have always been clear that the protection of children is our unequivocal first priority," he said.  
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SIR - Jeremy Edwards (Letters, February 17) claims volunteers who work with children are being put off by the vetting process. Really? I have been a reading volunteer for the past six years, firstly with the charity Volunteer Reading Help and more recently going into my local primary school two afternoons a week. It seems reasonable to me that, as I work closely with small children, in a position of trust, I should have to be vetted - getting my Criminal Records Bureau check was a painless procedure.  

I would urge anyone who has a bit of spare time, and who loves books and reading, to become a volunteer reader at their local primary school. It is fun, stimulating and immensely rewarding.  

Constance Craig Smith  

London W1  
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Capita is one of Britain's biggest "outsourcing" companies. It employs 26,000 people and is valued at £29bn. It made more than £1bn in profits in the first half of 2006.   

Rod Aldridge, its founder and chairman, resigned last year over his decision to loan £1m to the Labour Party before the 2005 general election. Mr Aldridge, who was appointed OBE by the Tories in 1994, stressed there was no link between contracts and the loan.   

Its biggest contracts are administering the congestion charge in London, running the Criminal Records Bureau, and collecting the licence fee for the BBC.   

Capita also has smaller contracts with councils and health authorities, providing basics such as payroll and IT services, as well as software for collecting council tax.   

Capita runs 22 call centres in the United Kingdom and India, which work for about 300 organisations.   

Private sector contracts include a £250m deal to handle life insurance and pensions operations for Co-Operative Insurance.   
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* Victim hit in the stomach and hand  

* Grudge against company suspected  

A letter bomb that exploded in the headquarters of a company that runs the Criminal Records Bureau and the London congestion charge may have been sent by someone who harboured a personal grudge.  

A woman was taken to hospital with minor injuries yesterday morning after a small incendiary device contained in a Jiffy bag blew up at Capita's offices in Central London.  

Scotland Yard's Counterterrorism Command, SO15, were on the scene within minutes, but police sources said last night that it was "highly unlikely" that the bomb was the work of terrorists.  

Police believe that the device may be the work of a single issue group, such as a fathers' rights organisation, or someone who feels they have been badly treated by the company. Examination of the remains of the envelope by explosives experts will be crucial in determining who sent the package and the motive for doing so.  

Capita is Britain's most successful outsourcing company and it carries out the unpopular work that government departments and local councils want to avoid, including collecting council tax and the BBC licence fee.  

A spokesman for company said yesterday: "Capita can confirm that a small incident took place at its Victoria Street office this morning involving an incendiary device."  

Police evacuated all six floors of the Capita building, which is close to Scotland Yard and the House of Parliament, and cordoned off Victoria Street for most of the day. Witnesses described the state of the bomb's victim. Shah Rahman, 28, who works at a nearby opticians, said: "I saw her coming out of the building with her arm bandaged. She was crying and there was quite a lot of blood."  

Elaine Rogers, who works at a shoe repair shop next to the building, said: "She looked in very bad shock when they put her into the ambulance. She had a wound to the stomach, which you could see was still bleeding and she had a wound to the hand."  

Although valued at more Pounds 2.9 billion, Capita has attracted fierce criticism from some of its customers -opponents have dubbed it "Crapita" -and suffered several setbacks.  

The National Audit Office criticised the company for underestimating the potential for fraud in the now-defunct individual learning accounts scheme, and a database that the company built for the Criminal Records Bureau in 2002 was delayed badly.  

Capita has also been accused of bidding deliberately low in order to secure contracts and then going wildly over budget, an accusation it denies.  

FACING FLAK  

Capita ran the housing benefit system in Lambeth. Hundreds of complaints followed Baroness Morris, a former education minister, was "deeply dissatisfied" after the Criminal Records Bureau failed to check all school staff by the start of the 2002 year Capita ran individual learning accounts for 14 months; 2.5 million accounts were opened and Pounds 265 million handed out, but MPs said "the level of misuse may never be established"  

Source: Times database  
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The growing interference of the state in the bringing up of children came home to us the day in 2005 when my wife went to a post box 50 yards from our house with our eight-year-old daughter. Unknown to my wife, shortly before they set out our daughter had managed to lift the telephone receiver and dial 999. While my wife was out, the police rang back and found that our 10-year-old son was alone in the house. Was there, they wanted to know, anyone else with him? Who normally lived with him? Briefly, the Cambridgeshire constabulary had a major incident on its hands.   

My wife returned to another call from the police. The policewoman she spoke to accepted her apologies for our daughter having caused a false alarm for the 999 service, but told her that leaving a child under the age of 11 alone in a house, no matter for how short a time, constituted neglect. Whether my wife thought our son trustworthy or not was irrelevant, said the policewoman. As far as the police were concerned, a 10-year-old left alone in a house was on a par with a missing child.   

Given that my wife had returned in the nick of time, the police presumably felt able to call off the helicopters, but the matter did not end there. A social worker telephoned to arrange a visit. Fortunately - although it was within her powers - the social worker decided against calling a full-scale investigation under the Children's Act. But the incident left us gasping. Is it really now illegal to leave a responsible 10-year-old child in your house for five minutes while you go out to post a letter? And, if so, who made up this law, when was it debated and did anyone speak up against the sheer daftness of it?   

I'm afraid answers to these questions evaded me during my researches for my book, How to Label a Goat: The Silly Rules and Regulations that are Strangling Britain. But I know there is no Act of Parliament that states you must not leave a 10-year-old alone in a house for five minutes. Indeed, there would have been uproar had such a law been proposed. Rather this is an informal rule that has been created by stealth, by police, social workers and other professionals who are wielding increasing power over family life.   

Bringing up a child in 21st-century Britain certainly bears little resemblance to the childhood I remember in the 1970s. From the age of four, in common with other children in the Worcestershire village where we lived, I enjoyed the run of the streets. Being an overspill settlement for Worcester, there were building sites galore - all of them crawled over by children, none of whom I remember coming to grief. In contrast to the safe, EU-approved children's playgrounds where we are now expected to entertain our children, one of my favourite places to play was an abandoned, rusty lorry that had been dumped in the fields. Another was a parade of shops, then under construction, where I climbed onto the roofs. There were dens to build, streams to be dammed, ants' nests to be disturbed.   

Nobody seemed to think it unreasonable that a four-year-old be allowed so loose a rein. No policewoman came over to demand: "Where's your mother?'' No social workers turned up at our house to issue grim warnings. So long as one was back in time for tea, a child at that time enjoyed almost complete freedom.   

We almost certainly had too much of it. I wouldn't want to claim that my childhood in the 1970s was a picture of Enid Blytonesque innocence. In fact, had Asbos been around then I might possibly have gained one or two. When I was nine, and then living in Canterbury, my brother, a couple of friends and I set out for an adventure one morning and ended up demolishing a garage. Admittedly, the building was somewhat dilapidated and bringing it to earth didn't require a huge effort. But it was somebody's garage nonetheless.   

I wouldn't defend that (rare) episode but, in our desire to keep our children out of trouble, things have swung too far the other way. Nowadays, a middle-class child of primary school age sticks out like a sore thumb if he is not constantly supervised and ferried around from one organised activity to another in the back of a 4x4. It is hard to see how this can be good for children's imagination or their sense of independence and responsibility.   

Children's loss of freedom can be blamed partly on their parents' sensibilities. It isn't just the law that prevents us turning little Johnny out into the street after breakfast and telling him to come back for his tea at four. We don't want to risk being embarrassed by our children's misbehaviour.   

Nor are we prepared to see them suffer the injuries that used to be an integral part of childhood. There was scarcely a Monday morning at primary school, I recall, when a child didn't turn up with an arm in plaster. And I wouldn't want my own children engaging in the kind of gang warfare that occasionally erupted in my neighbourhood when I was a child. I recall one pitched battle in particular when stones and half-bricks were used as weapons.   

Another factor is the exaggerated fear of paedophiles that parents now seem to suffer. "But there weren't so many strange people lurking around in the old days,'' is a familiar explanation for refusing to let children out on their own now. Oh yes there were. I remember frequent warnings about "the Willy Man'', a pervert who lurked on pathways around my primary school, and being bewildered as to why he'd want to expose himself to schoolchildren. In the 1970s, the presence of such individuals did not, however, prevent seven-year-olds from being allowed to walk home from school alone. Rather, the dangers were dealt with through some stern advice: don't talk to strangers, don't get into anyone's car and so on.   

I don't remember having any trouble following the warnings. On the contrary, taking responsibility for my safety from an early age seemed to prepare me a lot better for assessing risk than many of today's teenagers, who won't dare set foot on the streets unless part of a group, yet will happily clamber into a drunken friend's car without thinking.   

While parental concerns have contributed to children's loss of freedom, public policy also bears a lot of the blame. Patricia Hewitt, the Health Secretary, lectures us that the nation's children are becoming obese, but what kind of encouragement is it when a family of three is turned away from a municipal swimming pool on the grounds that children under seven must have constant one-to-one supervision (even if they can swim 20 lengths)? And where are children supposed to work off their energy if the one playground in the village has been deemed out of bounds because the frame of the swings is said to be 22 inches too high to comply with the EU directive on playground safety?   

Building sites, rightly, are now properly fenced and out of bounds to children; yet so, too, are many ponds and patches of rough ground where they could be playing in reasonable safety. Recreation grounds are still being sold to developers, in spite of the Government's oft-repeated promises to prevent their loss. Equally, the policy of building houses at ever higher densities is depriving children of gardens big enough for energetic play.   

Small wonder that children spend an awful lot of time in front of the television set. Recently, I visited a once-busy outdoor activities centre in the Brecon Beacons that was increasingly idle because of bureaucratic burdens on teachers. Schools may no longer take children off their premises without first writing a full risk assessment, a document with several pages' worth of idiots' advice: "Risk: child trips over shoelace and falls over. Action: make sure children check that their shoelaces are done up before setting out on walk.''   

Many teachers, said the manager of the activities centre, have given up on school trips because of the paperwork involved. In one bizarre case, a youth leader was told he must obtain a mountaineering certificate before leading teenagers up Arthur's Seat, a hill that's a short walk from Holyrood Palace in Edinburgh. In another case a teacher was told he must have a life-saving certificate before allowing children to collect seashells on the beach.   

That the pursuit of total child safety eventually becomes counter-productive seems to be lost on our law-makers. As David Yearly of the Royal Society for the Prevention of Accidents puts it, children who are brought up with boring playgrounds that fail to satisfy their appetite for risk and adventure are liable to seek far more dangerous places to play, such as railway lines.   

Kathleen Marshall, the Children's Commissioner for Scotland, recently warned that child protection rules have become so ridiculously bureaucratic and engendered such a climate of fear that they have led to a severe shortage of adults prepared to work with children.   

The result is fewer football teams, fewer scout groups (the Girl Guides recently reported that it had a waiting list of 50,000 girls because of a shortage of volunteers) and more children hanging around in boredom. "We have become so focused on protecting our children that we risk neglecting them,'' Marshall told the Scottish Parliament.   

In the near future, the state's interference in family life is only going to get worse. Somewhat contrary to the recent promise by Tony Blair to slash red tape by a third, the Government is proceeding with plans for a national Children's Database - a register including the medical records, educational achievements and other information on the country's 15 million children.   

The database, provisions for which were made in the Children Act 2004, will be accessible by 300,000 public-sector staff, who will be free to record any concerns they may have about a child. Two warning "flags'' could lead to a full-scale investigation by social workers. Asked what might constitute one of these flags, children's minister Margaret Hodge suggested that a nursery nurse might be concerned if a child "looked miserable''.   

In justifying this gross intrusion into family life, the Government frequently cites the case of Victoria Climbie, who died at the hands of a relative after social workers failed to spot obvious signs of abuse. But how does it help to identify the few children who are abused if social workers are expected to burrow through mountains of data about children who once turned up at nursery looking a bit miserable?   

I'm pleased I'm not a child now. My entry in a national children's database would gain so many warning flags it would resemble the forecourt of the United Nations HQ. How many 40-year-olds can say with certainty that, were they in their teens now, they wouldn't end up like the 14-year-old Welwyn Garden City boy who was listed as a violent criminal on the Criminal Records Bureau database after he pushed over another child he thought was bullying his younger brother? Playground scuffles used to be sorted out by teachers, but no longer.   

I don't question that our lawmakers have good intentions. But the achievement of the child protection forces seems to be something very different: we are neglecting, criminalising and generally stealing the childhoods of our young.   

Under the Gambling Act, the value of soft toys that can be won as fairground prizes is limited to pounds 5. Give a child an oversize teddy as a prize, goes the argument, and he will be in danger of developing a lifelong gambling habit.   

D A Sussex grandmother was forced to undertake a police check before being allowed to carry on teaching the Sunday School as she had done for many years. Quite often the only children in the school were her own grandchildren.   

D From 1949 until 2004, members of the Manchester Taxi Drivers' Organisation clubbed together to take disadvantaged children for an annual seaside outing to Blackpool. The tradition stopped abruptly in 2005, however, when the taxi drivers discovered that:   

1. Each cab would have to have a risk assessment carried out (even though the cabs were in everyday use for the transport of the public and fulfilled all the regulations);   

2. Each child would have to be accompanied by an adult;   

3. Each adult would have to be vetted by the police.   

Not wishing to spend several weeks preparing for the day trip, the taxi-drivers called the whole thing off.   

D Many municipal swimming pools now impose a rule that all children under five must have one-to-one supervision from an adult at all times. This makes it impossible for many families to visit a pool. If you have a child aged four and twins aged two, for example, it is impossible for you to go swimming unless you borrow an extra adult. I asked one local authority why it had imposed such a rule at its swimming pools and was told that it had been advised to do so in a series of manuals it had bought from a body called the Institute of Sports and Recreational Management, which seems to do very well out of advising people not to do things. Among its output are the Risk Assessment manual ( pounds 245 plus VAT), the Effective Pool Supervision video ( pounds 180) and the Health and Safety Management two-video pack ( pounds 244).   

D The following have been banned in at least one school in Britain:   

Making daisy chains (risk of picking up germs).   

Playing hopscotch (risk of injury).   

Playing football (encourages competitiveness).   

Wearing hair gel (fire risk).   

Making anything out of egg boxes (fear of salmonella).   

Home-made cakes (fear of e-coli).   

Putting hands up (makes pupils who don't have the answers feel victimised).   

Parents taking photographs of their children in school plays (the photographs might fall into the hands of paedophiles).   

Wearing a plaster cast (other children might fall over it).   

Wearing flared trousers (children might trip up).   

Removing sweatshirts - even in 85-degree heat (children might suffer sunburn).   

Throwing paper aeroplanes (might cause eye injuries)   

Girls wearing skirts (which might make them too attractive to drooling old men passing the school - they were ordered to wear trousers instead).   

D The parish council in Great Somerford, Wiltshire, was forced to spend pounds 2500 to replace children's swings. The old swings were condemned because the top of the frame stood 22 inches above the maximum height specified in an EU directive on playground safety.   

D A 14-year-old Cambridgeshire schoolgirl who "pinged'' the bra of a classmate, in an argument over who wore the biggest bra, was arrested and fingerprinted, had her DNA sampled and was charged with common assault "of a sexual nature''.   

D Extracted from How to Label a Goat: The Silly Rules and Regulations that are Strangling Britain by Ross Clark (Harriman House), which is available for pounds 9.99 plus 99p p & p from Telegraph Books on 0870 428 4112   
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* Series of blunders prompts shake-up  

* Terrorism blamed for bigger workload  

John Reid won the backing yesterday of two leading Cabinet heavyweights for his proposal to split in two the 225-year-old Home Office. No 10 and the Treasury, however, adopted a much more cautious approach to the idea of creating a justice ministry and department of national security.  

David Blunkett, a former home secretary, warned Mr Reid of the danger of the "Balkanisation" of Whitehall into a multitude of small departments headed by ministers unable to counter the combined weight of the Prime Minister and Chancellor of the Exchequer.  

Mr Reid has been driven to propose splitting the Pounds 15.1 billion department seven months after promising to work 18 hours a day to turn it round. A series of difficulties including slower-than-expected progress in dealing with foreign prisoners who should be deported, a backlog of asylum cases and gaps in counter-terrorist capabilities, has led Mr Reid to outline a radical option for change.  

He has discussed his ideas with the Prime Minister, Gordon Brown and Margaret Beckett, the Foreign Secretary. Yesterday the Treasury and Downing Street both cautiously described Mr Reid's proposals as interesting and added that they would be considered.  

"At this stage the proposals are for discussion," a Home Office source said.  

"These things are being thought about seriously but a lot more work needs to be done on the details. There is plenty of time."  

Mr Brown is planning in the Comprehensive Spending Review, assuming that it is he rather than his successor who delivers it, to speak in more detail about his plans for a single security budget. Officials suggested that his thinking already went wider than Mr Reid's proposal.  

Under Mr Reid's idea some of the current Home Office responsibilities including prisons, probation and drugs policy would switch to the Department for Constitutional Affairs.  

Jack Straw, the Leader of the House and a former home secretary, gave his full support to the idea, saying that the 9/11 terrorist attacks in the United States had changed the agenda of the home secretary. He said: "I was able to cope with a very wide programme including a lot of constitutional change because terrorism, although it was a serious concern, was not a fundamental pre-occupation of the home secretary."  

Lord Falconer of Thoroton, whose empire at the Department for Constitutional Affairs would expand massively by gaining prisons, probation and criminal justice policy, inevitably gave his support to the idea.  

Mr Blunkett said that splitting the Home Office could favour criminals and hand too much power to the Prime Minister and Chancellor. "We should think twice, three times, five times before doing it," he told Sunday Edition on ITV. "The Balkanisation of government needs to be taken into account: smaller and smaller departments, sometimes not warranting a secretary of state, with the only really powerful positions held by the Prime Minister and Chancellor."  

William Hague, the Shadow Foreign Secretary, told Sunday Live on Sky News: "A massive upheaval at the Home Office, actually splitting it in two is, I think, a pretty serious admission of failure on the part of Mr Reid, if that is what he is contemplating."  

Leading article, page 16  

DEPARTMENTAL ERRORS  

1995 132-page report finds that the department's performance falls short of what ministers and the public want, and says that the Home Office must change  

1999 500,000 people wait up to 50 days after failure of new computer system at Passport Agency  

1999 Bungled IT system leads to mounting backlog of asylum and immigration cases  

Late 1990s Home Office loses control of immigration and asylum system  

2002 Backlog of applications after poor launch of Pounds 940 million Criminal Records Bureau  

2004-05 Home Office loses control of its finances. National Audit Office refuses to give seal of approval  

2006 1,025 foreign prisoners released without being considered for deportation. The news costs Charles Clarke his job as Home Secretary  

2006 The Prison Service runs out of places in jails  

2007 Disclosure of 27,500 backlog of files on British citizens convicted abroad  

2007 Runs out of prison places again  

PAST AND FUTURE  

The Home Office:  

Founded March 1782 as the Home Department  

First Secretary of State for Home Department Earl of Shelburne  

Other previous occupants Robert Peel, founder of the police service; Lord Palmerston; Winston Churchill; Roy Jenkins; James Callaghan  

Budget 2007-08 Pounds 15.1 billion  

Staff 73,359  

HQ Pounds 311 million new Westminster building opened in February 2005  

What the Reid plan would create:  

National security ministry  

Overseeing the police, MI5, and borders. There would be an Immigration and Nationality Directorate with 15,944 employees and an Identity Cards and Passport Service with 2,886 staff  

Justice ministry  

Probation, criminal justice policy, sentencing, drugs and crime reduction. A staff of 47,100 for prisons and 1,256 for the National Offender Management Service  
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Paul Pindar spent a long time working in the shadow of Rod Aldridge, founder of Britain's biggest back-office group. Now he has the stage to himself, will he boot out the old 'Crapita' tag?  

FOR one of the most successful bosses in the FTSE100, Paul Pindar is not exactly high profile. This, I tell him, is a mistake - there is lots to like: impish grin, lanky gait, garrulous sense of humour and a very sharp head for figures. He should get out more.  

Pindar, quick to sense where this is going, shoots back a mischievous smile.  

"Obviously we would prefer people to speak positively about us," he says, "but at the end of the day, Andrew, you are not core to my life - I don't mean that in a pejorative way, I am just trying to be honest."  

Thanks. He laughs, then makes a very unpompous face. He is so good at the meet-and-greet it makes you wonder why he is seldom seen, especially given the abuse that his company, Capita, occasionally attracts.  

Over the years the back-office giant has been accused of all sorts of things - ruthless profiteering, shoddy service provision, too cosy a relationship with the Labour party. Private Eye even dubs it Crapita. Why not tell them it's not so?  

"Private Eye has to make a living, " sighs Pindar, trying not to look too martyred, then adds: "Actually, I think Crapita's quite funny."  

His former chairman, Rod Aldridge, didn't, but then Aldridge, who fronted the company for nearly 20 years, was a rather different beast, far more emotionally involved. He set Capita up - leading a bunch of accountants who had spotted a niche advising local government on services, then running the services themselves.  

From there it just grew. Aldridge also took the top slot as executive chairman, dealing with the press, while Berkshire-born Pindar, who started as finance director, got on with organising the business. Pindar, 47, has actually been chief executive since 1999, but you wouldn't know it from reading the cuttings.  

That arrangement worked well until Aldridge resigned last year, in another press stink, after admitting he had made a personal loan to the Labour party - not a smart move when Capita gets half its turnover from the public sector. Now it really is Pindar's show.  

And what a show. In 20 years Capita has grown to take a quarter of the Pounds 6billion market for back-office services in Britain - a sector it virtually created - running everything from the Criminal Records Bureau, TV licence collection and London's congestion charge to a host of functions for financial-services giants, making it the biggest such player in Britain.  

And Pindar's point is, what's to defend? He lists the big contracts, efficiently run, and the benefit to the public, then cites financial performance. "The reality is we have made a total shareholder return of 200-fold since we floated 18 years ago and I think we are probably the best-performing stock on the FTSE in terms of that."  

It is what customers think, he adds, not what the occasional, angled press piece might say, that is important. When things go wrong, as with the implementation of new systems at the Criminal Records Bureau in 2002, Capita quickly fixes them. And its contract wins - Pounds 1.4billion last year - show that the firm must be doing something right.  

"Clients are pretty streetwise, they accept what's written in the press isn't always totally accurate. They are much more interested in what other customers think. Compare what the Evening Standard wrote about our implementation of the congestion charge, for instance, with what our client, Transport for London, thinks - they would be in my top five people I would put forward as a referee."  

And so we're straight into it, the yin and yang of Capita, a burgeoning business with just a few reputational issues.  

When Aldridge's Labour loan was revealed, critics were quick to pounce. Capita's shares dipped 5% then bounced back. Last week they reached 633p, an all-time high.  

Next month Pindar is expected to unveil excellent 2006 results, with analysts predicting a 21% surge in revenues. The success story continues.  

The surprise is that, for a press-shy boss, Pindar is so personable. He positively bounds out of his office to say hello, boyishly upbeat, grey hair razored to an inch of his scalp, launching swiftly into a long anecdote about dinner the night before with private-equity boss Damon Buffini.  

Then he is striding round his very modest Westminster office - Capita doesn't do flashy, for obvious reasons - explaining how his business is really a collection of "mates", not the heartless automaton that some see. People misunderstand, he says, that Capita doesn't sack other companies' employees, it takes them on, retrains them, remotivates them, and encourages them to put up other friends for jobs to make the company a more sociable place.  

"Rod and I combined being best mates with working here. Internally, people would see us having lively conversations, bordering on rows, but they knew they couldn't put a cigarette paper between us. My finance director, Gordon Hurst, is one of my best friends on the planet - we qualified together, I recruited him in."  

All of that, he says, gives the company a unique culture, where colleagues don't do each other down. "A lot of us had worked in big organisations where we had hated that." At Capita, if someone is struggling, others will chip in and help.  

"Now, these may sound like the demented ramblings of an ex-psychologist - did I tell you I read psychology at Swansea University? I didn't mention I got crap A-levels at school, either, did I? That's a never-ending source of amusement to my son ..."  

At times, conversing with Pindar can feel like a whirl in a washing-machine.  

Colleagues say this indiscreet verve, and his ability to enthuse others, are his core strengths. "There's a tough edge, too," says Hurst. "Once a decision is made, implementation is very quick." And beneath the patter, Pindar, younger son of a career civil servant, has a remorseless memory for figures.  

"We began this business in 1987 with 33 employees making Pounds 200,000 on Pounds 1.3m profit with Pounds 330,000 debt," says Pindar. "Then we floated in 1989 with 98 staff making Pounds 747,000 on Pounds 4.3m turnover, and four customers provided 60% of the income ..."  

But the key to Capita, even as it has grown to 26,000 employees, is that it takes all this complexity away from its customers. It makes things simple. "Our starting point with clients is that we are very simple people. We promise to deliver excellent service you will be pleased with and, yes, we want to make a profit, but not an excessive one, and we will share with you our margin aspirations."  

Which are? "Typically between 10% and 13%," he shrugs.  

Pindar's new chairman, Eric Walters, formerly at Alchemy and Schroder Ventures, says his chief executive's openness always surprises outsiders. "Paul's instinct is just to say what he thinks," says Walters. "That's naturally healthy."  

Others suggest that Pindar will have to be careful now he is dealing with the press. He has already learnt to tread softly on the subject of Aldridge's loan. "I think Rod would say it was not the best political judgment of all time," he says carefully when quizzed.  

Did Aldridge want to resign? Pindar hesitates. "Collectively he was persuaded it was the right thing to do." It cannot have been easy, given how far back the two go. Pindar had trained as an accountant but already switched careers to 3i, the investment bank, when he first met Aldridge in 1987. But the Capita founder persuaded him to leap again.  

"I'd just told him he didn't have enough controls in place," remembers Pindar.  

"Being Rod he said, 'why don't you come and do it?' I said no, but of course he wore me down."  

That second career leap - he borrowed Pounds 26,000 to buy his way in - was the making of Pindar. He now holds Pounds 20m of Capita shares. And Capita's growth since flotation has always been more about opportunity than strategy. You get the sense that many of the original team still pinch themselves at how big the company has got, and how quickly.  

"And the opportunities in this sector are still vast," says Pindar. "Surveys suggest that the potential spend on services that could be outsourced in Britain is Pounds 95billion. That's why we don't need to jump on a plane and spread ourselves around."  

Instead, Capita is moving cautiously into new areas: occupational health, travel administration, pension and unit-trust administration. Often it will buy a small specialist, then bulk it up. Pindar expects private-sector work eventually to predominate. But it's still a tight team - does it have enough senior talent?  

One broking house has already suggested that the real constraint on expansion is Capita's "limited top management". With Aldridge gone, and strong sales growth, it needs new blood. Pindar is phlegmatic. "To be frank, Rod stepping down is not a bad thing. We've got a new chairman, we've been able to bring another guy through, that's allowed us to freshen it up."  

Another says Pindar should address the Crapita image, and cites the better press garnered by rival Serco. "They have to build up ongoing relationships with the media."  

Pindar would rather let Capita's performance do the talking. "We're not the sort of company that goes round pumping itself up," he says, shaking his cropped head.  

But he'd be rather good at it, and I think that his new chairman agrees. Let's watch and see.  

PAUL PINDAR'S WORKING DAY  

THE Capita chief executive wakes at his house in Virginia Water, Surrey, before 7am. Paul Pindar takes the train to his office in Westminster, arriving by 9am. "I keep meetings short. I have got three directors reporting directly to me, but my door is always open so people can talk  

to me." He likes to get involved in pitches for major contracts. "I'm surprised the chief executives of some of our competitors don't."  

He doesn't eat out at lunch, although if he is having dinner with friends he will use Nobu. He will often leave the office by 6pm. "Unlike some, I believe in having a work-life balance."  

VITAL STATISTICS  

Born: April 11, 1959  

Marital status: married, two sons  

School: Ranelagh Grammar, Bracknell, Berkshire  

University: Swansea  

First job: accountant, Coopers & Lybrand  

Salary package: Pounds 799,000  

Car: blue Aston Martin DB9  

Homes: Virginia Water, Surrey, and Westminster  

Favourite book: The God Delusion, by Richard Dawkins  

Favourite music: Norah Jones, Whitney Houston  

Favourite film: Love Actually  

Favourite gadget: Blackberry  

Last holiday: son's cricket tour of Sri Lanka  

DOWNTIME  

"I SPEND a lot of my leisure time watching my sons play cricket," says Paul Pindar. "My 17-year-old plays for Hampton - we went on their last tour to Sri Lanka. My younger son plays for Surrey under-14s."  

Pindar spends his money on holidays and cars. He drives an Aston Martin. "A boy must have a toy," he says. He also works out twice a week with a personal trainer and takes tennis lessons. "My tennis style is the opposite of me at work. At Capita, it's about doing things well and cautiously, avoiding mistakes. On the tennis court, I just spray the ball everywhere, much to my coach's despair."  

(C) Times Newspapers Ltd, 2007   
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* Disciplinary case being investigated  

* Reid starts review of data collection  

A senior Home Office official has been suspended from duty in the row over crimes committed overseas by British citizens.  

The suspension came as John Reid demanded an overhaul of the way that information on British criminals and foreign offenders is collected and stored within Whitehall and by the police.  

The unnamed civil servant was suspended after the start of an inquiry by Mr Reid into how a backlog of 27,500 files on Britons convicted abroad was allowed to build up without being passed to the police.  

Mr Reid ordered Sir David Normington, Permanent Secretary at the Home Office, to investigate the latest fiasco to hit the beleaguered department. The inquiry is aimed at discovering why Mr Reid was not told of the backlog when he asked on his arrival as Home Secretary last May if there were any undisclosed problems that needed attention.  

The Home Office said yesterday: "An official at the Home Office has volunteered evidence in the past 48 hours that warrants disciplinary investigation. In the meantime this official has been suspended pending further inquiry."  

The investigation is focusing on the Home Office division headed by Moira Wallace, director general of crime, policing and counter-terrorism. It was from this division that police sought more funds to deal with the backlog, which dated back to 1999.  

There are two units within the division that are of interest to investigators - the judicial co-operation unit, which is headed by Richard Bradley, and the UK Central Authority for Mutual Legal Assistance, headed in 2004 by Simon Regis. The UK Central Authority for Mutual Legal Assistance delivered the backlog, to police last June.  

Mr Reid wants to change the way in which information on convicted criminals is held on databases in different government departments and by the police. He also wants to review how information on British citizens convicted abroad is gathered and recorded.  

Joan Ryan, a junior Home Office minister, is to demand changes in the way that the EU exchanges details of convictions in member states. Ms Ryan will seek agreement from fellow EU ministers for that information to include biometric detail such as fingerprints.  

The present regime under which members of the EU exchange criminal record information does not lay down regulations on what should be included in the paperwork.  

Mr Reid believes that change is now needed because of the ease of international travel.  

His call for reform comes as probation service sources estimate that at least 70 of the 540 more serious offenders identified by police among the backlog have been reconvicted of further crimes.  

Harry Fletcher, assistant general secretary of the National Association of Probation Officers, said yesterday that he believed that when more thorough checks were completed the figure would be higher. "This is a serious failing," he said.  

"The identities of those serious offenders should have been passed to police and probation so we could carry out a risk assessment."  

A four-day trawl of 540 serious offenders identified five individuals with convictions abroad that the Criminal Records Bureau should have known about, the Home Office said. The four men and one woman had applied for jobs requiring vetting -two as carers, two as sports coaches and one as a foster carer. None was a sex offender but four had convictions for drug offences and one for assisting illegal entry to the UK.  

Another nine offenders whose names match individuals applying to the CRB for checks, but whom police cannot be sure are the same people, are now having their employers contacted. None was a violent or sexual offender.  

Another individual cleared by the CRB had committed an indecency offence abroad three years later that had not been logged on the police national computer. His present employer has now been informed.  

Last night Home Office sources indicated that the foreign convictions of Dale Miller, a gangster, had been put on the police national computer by March 1999.  

Miller was jailed for armed robberies in Switzerland and Germany in the 1990s. In 2000 he was one of three men who shot dead Freddie Knights in Newcastle upon Tyne.  

He was jailed for 16 years for manslaughter. The Home Office said: "He was and is a long-time serious criminal, well known to the police."  

David Davis, the Shadow Home Secretary, described the review of databases as a "desperate piece of news management". He said: "This should have been done on day one, not announced when it was expedient."  

(c) Times Newspapers Ltd, 2007   

Eighty left off police records 'could have reoffended'  

By Nigel Morris Home Affairs Correspondent  

632 words

Publication date: 15 January 2007

Source: The Independent

Page: 8

(c) 2007 Independent & Media PLC  

HOME  

Up to 80 Britons whose crimes abroad were not placed on police records because of a Home Office blunder could have reoffended in this country, probation officers say.  

John Reid moved yesterday to get a grip on the crisis caused by the mistake that allowed 27,500 case files from abroad to gather dust in his department.  

The Home Secretary, who faces MPs today, announced a wide-ranging review of how criminal records are held and how to improve the sharing of information about convictions between Britain and other countries.  

Meanwhile, an official at the Home Office was suspended in connection with the affair. A spokesman said: "An official at the Home Office has volunteered evidence in the last 48 hours which warrants disciplinary investigation."  

The crisis has left a question-mark over the future of two of Mr Reid's ministers, Tony Mc-Nulty and Joan Ryan, and cast doubt over his ability to take control of the Home Office.  

A massive effort to track down the 540 most serious offenders - including murderers, rapists and paedophiles - was launched last week. Between 70 and 80 of them could have reoffended in Britain, the National Association of Probation Officers estimated. Others could be difficult to trace because they are living here under different names, it said.  

Harry Fletcher, its assistant general secretary, said: "You don't just receive information about highly dangerous people and fail to pass it on. This illustrates once again that the Home Office is too large and needs to be split up."  

Opposition parties seized on the case of Dale Miller, who received a 16-year sentence for manslaughter after shooting a man dead in Newcastle in 2000. He had returned to Britain shortly before the killing, having been imprisoned for armed robberies in Germany and Switzerland.  

David Davis, the shadow Home Secretary, said: "If this man had been under effective close supervision, his victim may well have been alive today." Nick Clegg, the Liberal Democrat home affairs spokesman, said: "With this disclosure Home Office incompetence has turned from farce to tragedy."  

The Home Office rejected the criticisms, insisting that Miller's foreign convictions were known to police.  

The department also disclosed that five of the 540 serious offenders - a people smuggler and four people jailed for a year or more for drugs offences - had been cleared to work with children and vulnerable adults.  

With information about convictions held by a range of bodies, including the courts, the police and the Criminal Records Bureau, Mr Reid announced plans for a wholesale review of Britain's criminal databases.  

Ms Ryan will meet EU counterparts today to discuss improvements in systems for sharing information. She will press for biometric details - especially fingerprints - to be included on future notifications that Britons have been convicted abroad.  

Home Office claims of success in improving criminal justice agencies' performance and cutting crime have been "overstated and are at times misleading", according to a study published today by the Centre for Crime and Justice Studies at King's College London.  

Home Office under pressure  

Tony McNulty, Policing minister  

The Association of Chief Police Officers (Acpo) wrote to him in October setting out its concerns over the problems entering details of foreign convictions to police computers in Britain.  

Joan Ryan, Immigration minister  

The letter was passed to Ms Ryan, who acknowledged it in December. When the foreign case files controversy began, she insisted she knew nothing about it. Two days later she confirmed she had seen the letter.  

John Reid, Home Secretary  

He has said it is "inexplicable" that he was not told about the problem, but has defended his ministers over the Acpo letter, saying it contained no explicit warnings.  

The dangers of dodgy databases Home front  

By Philip Johnston  
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Here is a brilliant plan. Let's set up an organisation able to gather together all records of criminal behaviour and thereby protect the vulnerable and give employers a better idea about who it is they want to hire. We will call it the Criminal Records Bureau (CRB) and who could possibly argue against it? Indeed, nobody did when the legislation was introduced by the last Conservative government and implemented by Labour about five years ago, with the accompanying IT failures and administrative breakdowns that are par for the course.  

Who would dispute the need for a centrally run agency able to sift through criminal records to ensure that a paedophile does not end up running a kindergarten? Would you not want someone to check that the care worker looking after your ageing granny does not have a record for assaulting old women? But the CRB is only as good as the information it is able to access; and since the Home Office chose to file away thousands of criminal convictions of Britons abroad sent to the department over a 10-year period, it is clear that the Police National Computer has some pretty substantial holes in it.  

The Government's view is that, despite the flaws, it is better than nothing. But is this true? If potential employers ask the CRB to carry out a record check and back comes the response "no trace'', then they are entitled to believe that the new teacher, or care worker, or swimming-pool attendant is an upstanding and blameless citizen; yet this might not be so.  

The problem with these systems is that they supplant the application of common sense. People assume that because they have a piece of paper saying that a would-be employee is not a criminal, he (or she) isn't. The converse is also true, as we know from many whose details have inexplicably been entered into the police database as armed robbers or serial burglars when they are, in reality, pillars of probity.  

One reader got in touch to tell how he found out about an erroneous entry only when he applied for another care job within a group for which he already worked. Because his employers already knew him, they were aghast to receive a CRB disclosure claiming he had a lengthy record. He was shown the certificate and was able to demonstrate without any difficulty that he was not actually in court on the various days he had allegedly been sentenced.  

So he contacted the CRB and was required, despite being the totally innocent party, to provide his fingerprints to prove he was who he said he was. Notwithstanding this rigmarole, a year or so later exactly the same thing happened again. As he pointed out, if he did not already have a good relationship with his employers, he would never have discovered the mistake and would have been left wondering why he was not even interviewed.  

Now we have hundreds, maybe thousands, of innocent people who are on the Police National Computer tagged as criminals; and we have thousands of criminals who aren't on the computer at all. John Reid, the Home Secretary, has admitted that up to 14 British criminals convicted overseas later passed criminal records checks because files were not updated. And, don't forget, the Home Office had the information on these people to hand; many more people are convicted abroad whose details are never passed to the UK at all for one reason or another.  

The Government says CRB checks stop some 25,000 unsuitable individuals getting jobs working with vulnerable people, so it is worth all the glitches and a few disgruntled unfortunates whose holidays or careers are wrecked as a result.  

Yet the danger is that employers come to rely on these disclosures, and fail to make the sort of personal reference checks that used to be an automatic requirement for any job application. This was among the many troubling revelations from the inquiry into the Soham murders in 2002. The school where Ian Huntley got a job as a caretaker failed to make proper checks on his references before allowing him to move into accommodation that came with the job, although it later said these references had been genuine and provided no information that would have prevented him from being offered the post.  

The Home Office is adamant that the CRB has been a great success; but, given the incompetence on display these past few days, it is essential that a proper use of references and testimonials does not fall into disuse because of a misplaced faith in flawed databases.  

At least Mr Reid has an answer: ID cards. "Nothing would be a bigger boost to our ability to protect the public than some form of identity management,'' he says, "and it ill behoves people to stand up and demand the ends that they say the public want and then on every occasion oppose the means of achieving those ends.''  

Well, it might "ill behove'' me to say this, but surely the ID database will be just as vulnerable as police computers to the wrong information being entered, or not entered at all - even more so, given its size. We are told on an almost daily basis by ministers whenever a policy or management failure is exposed that all will be well when we have ID cards.  

But, as with the CRB, the ID database will only be as good, or as bad, as the information it contains - leaving aside its capacity to issue millions of false read-outs because even the most secure biometrics are not foolproof.  

Today, Tony Blair is expected to confirm that the Government wants to join up all those Whitehall databases that we were once told would keep our personal information separate. Ministers have concluded that rules against sharing data between departments are too rigid and greater flexibility is needed.  

But if they have learnt anything from the foreign convictions saga, it must be that, while databases are of great benefit in capturing information and making it easily accessible, it is dangerous to view them, as this Government increasingly does, as a panacea.  

The old adage "rubbish in, rubbish out'' still holds true.  

philip.johnston@telegraph.co.uk  
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BIG BROTHER BRITAIN  

Moves to share people's personal details across Whitehall have provoked a civil liberties uproar and accusations that the Government has taken another step towards "a Big Brother state".  

Ministers say the scheme - which will be endorsed by Tony Blair today - is aimed at improving public service delivery. But it faced protests that it was dealing another blow to personal privacy by creating a "snooper's charter" and enabling thousands of civil servants to access sensitive information with ease.  

Two months ago Richard Thomas, the Information Commissioner, warned that Britain was "waking up to a surveillance society that is already all around us". But ministers dismiss such fears and are pressing ahead with the world's most ambitious identity scheme, as well as a rapid expansion of the DNA database. Details of all children will be held in a single register to be launched next year, medical records are being transferred to a central NHS database and plans are being examined to track motorists' movements by satellite.  

The idea of sharing personal details between departments follows a review of public services designed to make them more efficient. Ministers reached the conclusion that data protection rules limiting access to information about adults were too tight.  

John Hutton, the Work and Pensions Secretary, cited an incident yesterday where a bereaved family were contacted 44 times in a six-month period by different parts of his department to confirm details of an accident. Mr Hutton said: "The Government already stores vast amounts of data about individual citizens, but actually doesn't share it terribly intelligently. There is room for improvement."  

The Government intends to legislate later this year to ease the curbs on data-sharing between departments. It is also refusing to rule out the idea of a single "super-database", where everything from benefits and pensions records to information on motorists and TV licence payments are stored. More details are expected to be announced by the Prime Minister today.  

Shami Chakrabarti, the director of Liberty, said: "This is an accumulation of our Government's contempt for our privacy. This half-baked proposal would allow an information free-for-all within government - ripe for disastrous errors and ripe for corruption and fraud."  

Phil Booth, the national co-or-dinator of the anti-ID group No2ID, warned of the danger posed by "the development of government surveillance of the population through computer records". He added: "It can be stopped, if only people stand up and say they have had enough."  

Sir Menzies Campbell, the Liberal Democrat leader, said: "Blair's Britain now has the most intrusive government in our history. It's time we put a halt to this."  

The Tories ridiculed the proposal in the light of the Government's record on managing databases, citing failures in the Sex Offenders Register, the Criminal Records Bureau, and recent problems tracking criminal records from overseas. David Davis, the shadow Home Secretary, said the ID cards database was likely to be a "white elephant" costing £20bn, and the money could be better spent on policing or border controls.  

Oliver Heald, the shadow Constitutional Affairs Secretary, told the BBC that ministers were "moving one step closer to a Big Brother state". He warned against the Government being able to "set up a database from the cradle to the grave".  

He asked: "Are they going to have enough security with this massive new database to ensure it isn't hacked into and that identity theft doesn't occur?"  

Ministers are convinced the proposal will win widespread public support, and Mr Blair will announce today that so-called "citizens' panels" will be used to gauge reaction to relaxing privacy procedures. The consultation is due to finish in March with ministers prepared to move swiftly after that to legislate.  

The Government has repeatedly argued that the public is prepared to sacrifice small measures of personal liberty in return for improving safeguards against terrorism, crime and identity theft.  

Critics say the cumulative effect of such initiatives, as well as the spread of store loyalty cards and Oyster travel cards, is to undermine privacy.  

Growth of surveillance  

1984: DNA fingerprinting method discoverd by accident by Sir Alec Jeffreys  

1985: Outdoor CCTV camera erected in Bournemouth  

1994: Government paves the way for huge expansion of CCTV  

1995: The world"s first National DNA Database established in England and Wales.  

1999: Tony Blair gives a sample of his DNA  

2001: Sir Alec Jeffreys calls for profiles of entire UK population to be held  

2004: Number of DNA profiles hits the two million mark  

2004: Information Commissonaire Richard Thomas warns that Britain is 'sleepwalking into a surveillance society'  

2005: MPs vote to introduce identity cards  

2006: National Black Police Assocation call for inquiry into why black people are over represented on DNA database  

2006: Identity Cards Act becomes law  

2007: Data-sharing by Whitehall departments likely to be introduced  

2008: Foreign nationals will have to start supplying fingerprints, eye or facial scans added to a National Identity register  

2008: Children"s database, covering all under-16s in England and Wales, will be launched  

2009: The first biometric identity cards will be issued to British citizens when they renew their passport  

2010: NHS Database will store the records of 50 million patients providing details over the internet  

2012?: ID cards compulsory  
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HOME NEWS  

More damning details have emerged in the foreign criminals scandal, leaving John Reid, the Home Secretary, facing a fresh crisis last night.  

Home Office officials are investigating claims that a man whose conviction in Europe was not registered on the police database went on to kill on his return to the UK. Dale Miller, from Gateshead, Tyne and Wear, was convicted in 2002 of shooting dead gangster Freddie Knights.  

It is understood that Miller is among more than 80 serious criminals who committed crimes abroad and have gone on to reoffend in Britain.  

This latest disclosure in the foreign offenders scandal will cause fresh embarrassment to Mr Reid, who has already launched an inquiry.  

His officials had failed to log the details of 27,500 offenders convicted overseas on the police national computer, it emerged last week. The massive backlog included more than 500 serious criminals including murderers, rapists, paedophiles and other sex offenders.  

Home Office ministers received a letter warning them of the problem three months ago. The Association of Chief Police Officers (Acpo) wrote to the police minister, Tony McNulty, in October on the issue of processing information from foreign countries.  

Acpo's letter noted that Mr Reid might want to be briefed on it, "given the obvious links to foreign national prisoners".  

A Home Office spokeswoman said the letter was referred from Mr McNulty's office to the junior Home Office minister, Joan Ryan, who has responsibility for the Criminal Records Bureau. Ms Ryan signed a letter acknowledging receipt of the Acpo letter on 6 December.  

Ms Ryan has admitted that she had seen the letter, although she said she did not recall that it had made clear how serious the problem was.  

Probation service sources confirmed yesterday that they have checked their records for names of offenders provided by the police. This revealed that each probation area had, on average, positive matches for between two and three criminals flagged up as "serious" on the Home Office list.  

Harry Fletcher from the National Association of Probation Officers said the situation was "extremely worrying".  

Those who had reoffended would have been given lenient sentences by judges who were unaware of their criminal history, he said. "Hundreds of individuals who should have been risk-assessed have not been, which means there is serious concern that their previous offences have not been revealed to the court."  

At least five of those whose details were not entered on the computer have been cleared to work with children on the basis of Criminal Record Bureau (CRB) checks.  

The Home Office said that none of those given jobs had convictions for violence or of a sexual nature. Four had committed drug offences abroad and one had assisted illegal entry into a country.  

A further nine cases had been found where individuals with similar details to those on the list had undergone CRB checks, a spokeswoman said. Efforts were continuing to establish whether they were actually the same people, she added.  

"Again, none of the offences committed were of a violent or sexual nature, but because public protection is our top priority, and purely as a precautionary measure, Acpo and staff at the CRB are making every effort to contact the employers who may have offered these individuals employment."  

David Davis, the shadow Home Secretary, said the foreign offenders blunder demonstrated the "extreme seriousness" of the Government's incompetence in "letting this scandal spiral out of control". He said: "Lack of supervision has put the public at risk and criminals have been getting lesser sentences as a result of ministerial negligence.  

"The fact this only came out because Acpo publicised it after several attempts to draw it to the Home Office and ministers' attention, and not as a result of John Reid's so called "fundamental" review, demonstrates that in his first eight months in office, John Reid has done nothing to fix the Home Office's serial failure to protect the public."  

THE RECORD  

Catalogue of errors  

The Home Office has suffered a series of major setbacks in the past nine months.  

April 2006: more than 1,000 foreign prisoners have been freed without being considered for deportation, it is revealed.  

May 2006: home secretary Charles Clarke is sacked and replaced by John Reid.  

July 2006: Mr Reid abandons Clarke's police merger plans.  

November 2006: prison population in England and Wales rises above 80,000.  

December 2006: Mr Reid reveals that instead of getting a new computer database, the National Identity Register will be compiled from existing records.  

January 2007: Prison Service says it does not know how many offenders have absconded.  
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THE Home Office failed to pass on to police details of violent offences committed by a British man abroad who subsequently returned to this country and killed a man.  

Dale Miller, 44, was jailed for offences involving firearms and violence in European countries. He was later involved in what a judge described as a "cruel and callous" gangland killing.  

Probation sources said his name was among a backlog of more than 27,000 files in the Home Office that were not put on the police national computer. John Reid, the home secretary, will now face new pressure to disclose how many other criminals in the backlog have reoffended.  

The revelation comes after Reid admitted five criminals who committed offences overseas were able to apply for jobs as carers and sports coaches because their crimes were wrongly excluded from the police computer. Four had committed drugs offences. A further nine suspected cases are being investigated.  

Reid said no violent or sexual offenders had been cleared to work by the Criminal Records Bureau.  

Miller was convicted of manslaughter alongside two other men at Leeds crown court in 2002 over the killing of Freddie Knights, who was shot in the head outside his mother's home in Newcastle upon Tyne as he called to collect birthday presents for his 11-year-old son.  

He was sentenced to 16 years after one of the most expensive trials in the court's history. The defendants were transported in a helicopter-escorted convoy of prison vans that brought the city centre to a standstill twice a day. Dozens of police armed with automatic weapons and carrying gas masks patrolled the court building.  

Probation sources said last night Miller's name was on the list of more than 27,000 people that was circulated to probation officers last week of those who had committed offences abroad and had not been logged on the police national computer by the Home Office.  

Due to Miller's notoriety and the fact that he had been on the police national computer since 1982 for offences in Britain the Home Office's failure would have had no impact on the outcome of his Leeds trial and sentencing.  

His European offences did not appear on the computer until after he killed Knights. How they became logged remains unclear. The Home Office refused to comment on this issue.  

"Dale Miller's foreign record has been on the PNC since 2001 at the latest, concerning offences as far back as 1992 and 1994 in Switzerland and Germany in 1998," a Home Office spokesman said. "He was and is a long-time serious criminal well known to the police throughout that period."  

Pobation sources warned there could be as many as 100 criminals who were not as prominent as Miller who had committed violent offences in this country after the Home Office failed to inform police.  

However, Harry Fletcher, assistant general secretary of the National Association of Probation Officers, said: "The final figure could be as high as 200. This has been an absolute shambles and a dereliction of duty."  

Among the possible cases is Philip Wood, who was convicted of murdering a 21-year-old woman in Canada in 1984. He was deported to the UK, but was not monitored and in December 2000 attacked a former girlfriend.  

Tony McNulty, the Home Office police minister, this weekend apologised for the fiasco, saying he accepted there had been "failures". He suggested the scandal could widen because he could not be sure the convictions of Britons for crimes convicted in non-European Union countries such as America and Thailand had been entered on the computer.  
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* Lithuanian gang jailed for 32 years  

* 'Countries should share information'  

A judge called yesterday for an EU-wide criminal record system after warning of serious difficulties in getting accurate information on the previous crimes of foreign offenders.  

Judge Stephen Robbins said that it was a "matter of public concern" that the courts in England had difficulty receiving details of convictions from foreign states.  

He said that the process of checking previous convictions on two Lithuanians convicted of gun-running had shown how "very difficult it was to glean details, let alone precise details" from their home country.  

The judge said: "We know there is much concern at the moment in the press about convictions of British nationals coming from abroad, but here we have nationals from a country that has recently joined the EU...and who are free to visit Britain."  

His remarks highlight concerns among police and employers that proper criminal record checks cannot be carried out on some EU citizens, particularly those from former Soviet bloc countries.  

The judge said that despite all the efforts that had been made, it had not been possible to find out details of the criminal careers of the Lithuanians.  

He said that police had not been able to determine whether a ten-year sentence that one of the men had received had been imposed for rape.  

Apart from confirming that he and his co-defendant had been in trouble before, a prosecution office in Lithuania had been able to provide nothing more than a useless list of penal codes, some of which were outdated.  

The judge, who jailed the three men at Southwark Crown Court last week for a total of 32 years, has deferred a decision on whether they should be allowed to remain in Britain amid concerns over "double jeopardy" issues.Orestas Bubliauskas, 34, from Chigwell, Essex, and Andrius Gurskas, 26, both illegal immigrants, of no fixed address, were each sentenced to 11 years, while Darius Stankunas, 34, who lived in Sheffield, was sentenced to 10 years.  

They used a car fuel tank to smuggle an "assassin's armoury" of revolvers, silencers and ammunition from Lithuania, an EU member since May 2004. The Russian Baikal pistols, 20 rounds of ammunition and a silencer were then sold to gangs in Britain for as little as Pounds 1,500.  

The judge said that all three defendants should be made the subject of a recommendation for deportation.  

A spokesman for the Home Office admitted that there were difficulties in getting information about the criminal history of foreign nationals. "The Criminal Records Bureau is working with the Association of Chief Police Officers about how convictions across Europe can be better shared," he said.  

Five thousand files relating to British subjects convicted of offences abroad are being held by the Foreign Office, it was disclosed yesterday.  

The files, including details of offenders arrested and convicted of serious offences included sex crimes, are passed to the department by diplomatic missions around the world. The Foreign Office never passes them to the Home Office but informs the Serious Organised Crime Agency of the offenders when they are due to be released from prison abroad and are to return home.  

David Davis, the Shadow Home Secretary, wrote to John Reid and the Foreign Office asking for details of the arrangements under which information on British citizens convicted abroad are collected by diplomats.  

Mr Reid is expected to announce next week the name of the civil servant who will carry out the investigation into how a backlog of 27,000 files on British citizens convicted abroad was left gathering dust in the Home Office.  
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Senior Home Office civil servants met police chiefs at least four times between September and December to discuss the crisis over the 27,500-strong backlog of criminal record files of Britons convicted abroad, it emerged yesterday.  

The home secretary, John Reid, expects to learn today the results of checks by the Criminal Records Bureau to make sure that none of those involved - including 540 murderers, rapists, and other serious offenders - have been cleared to work with children or vulnerable adults.  

The police revealed this week that the vast bulk of the 27,529 case files, which mostly date back to a period from 1999 to early 2006, had sat in box files at the Home Office instead of being entered on the police national computer. The backlog was exacerbated by the fact that some entries were indecipherable or lacked basic details of identity or offence.  

The repeated meetings between the Association of Chief Police Officers and senior civil servants in the Home Office's crime reduction and community safety group raise concerns over why ministers were not told about the failure to put the conviction records on to the police national computer.  

The Home Office insisted that "to the best of our knowledge" no ministers, including the home secretary, John Reid, the police minister, Tony McNulty, or the minister overseeing the Criminal Records Bureau, Joan Ryan, had been made aware of the backlog problem until it was disclosed publicly by senior police officers this week.  

Conservative and Liberal Democrat MPs yesterday pressed for the publication of a letter sent by Acpo to Mr McNulty in October amid claims that it contained a "smoking gun" showing that ministers did know three months ago but failed to act on the problem.  

However, both Acpo and the Home Office have insisted that this letter, which was replied to by Ms Ryan, as the responsible minister, did not refer to the problem of the backlog or that an approach for extra resources for the three-strong Acpo unit working on the problem from the police had been rejected in October.  

"The purpose of the letter was to update him [Mr McNulty] on the work of the new unit and indicate continuing difficulties around the exchange of criminal records across the EU," said the po lice statement. "Acpo received a reply from Home Office minister Joan Ryan. She acknowledged in her letter the points that had been raised and asked that we keep her officials updated on the issue of the relevant European processes.  

"Subsequent meetings with Home Office officials took place in October and December," it added.  

Both the shadow home secretary, David Davis, and the Liberal Democrat home affairs spokesman, Nick Clegg, lodged Freedom of Information Act requests yesterday demanding the release of the October Acpo letter to the Home Office ministers. Mr Clegg said that media reporting of the contents of the letter had discredited Ms Ryan's claim that she knew nothing.  

"Listening to Mrs Ryan in the media, she increasingly resembles a scapegoat who has deliberately been set up to fall. Her boss should now have the courage to take responsibility for this farce and publish the letters immediately," said the Liberal Democrat spokesman.  

The Home Office, however, said the request to publish the exchange of letters would be considered as part of the inquiry into why ministers had not been told about the problem, which is expected to report within six weeks.  

An announcement is also expected shortly on who will conduct the inquiry into the blunder. It is believed that David Normington, the permanent secretary at the Home Office, is looking to find someone outside the department.  
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Senior police officers held at least four meetings with Home Office officials last year over British citizens convicted abroad, it emerged yesterday.  

The officers warned the department that more than 500 serious offenders had been identified among 27,520 files that had been gathering dust in the Home Office for seven years. Today John Reid, the Home Secretary, is hoping to learn from the Criminal Records Bureau whether any of 260 serious offenders have secured jobs working with children and vulnerable adults.  

The disclosure that police officers met Home Office officials at least four times between September and December last year to discuss the problem raises questions about how ministers were kept in the dark.  

A statement from the Association of Chief Police Officers (Acpo) said that the backlog of 27,500 files on offenders convicted abroad was handed to it in June. It said: "We prioritised the notifications according to the offence categories of murder, manslaughter, sex offenders, serious assaults, drug offences receiving at least one year's imprisonment, robbery and any other offence that the unit classed as serious where information was limited about the offence but the sentence indicated it was of a serious nature. Of the 540, 260 were entered on to the Police National Computer which feeds into other public protection processes and databases."  

It added that by the end of September Acpo held a number of meetings with Home Office officials. The statement went on: "General progress was discussed along with how best to deal with the historic notifications."  

Senior officers told officials in the Home Office's crime policing and counter-terrorism divisions that it would take a least a year to tackle the backlog, but that were more money available this could be done sooner. "We did not receive any additional funds," the statement added. In October police wrote to Tony McNulty, the Police Minister, to update him and indicate "difficulties around the exchange of criminal records across the EU".  

The letter was passed to Joan Ryan, a junior Home Office minister, whose office replied to police in December. "She acknowledged the points raised and asked that we keep officials updated," the statement said.  

Acpo met officials again in October and December.  

The Home Office insisted that the scale of the problem was never brought to the attention of ministers.  

As the Conservatives and Liberal Democrats made applications under freedom of information legislation for the letter sent to Mr McNulty to be published, No 10 said that the Prime Minister retained full confidence in Mr McNulty and Ms Ryan.  

Nick Clegg, for the Lib Dems, accused Mr Reid of "hiding behind the skirts" of Ms Ryan. He said: "Her boss should have the courage to take responsibility for this farce and publish the letters immediately."  
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The home secretary, John Reid, faced new embarrassment last night when senior police officers revealed that his department had turned down a request in October for extra funds to sort out the criminal records backlog of Britons convicted abroad. The Association of Chief Police Officers said it had asked officials for money to allow it to clear up the 27,500 case files within three instead of 12 months but the request had been rejected.  

The disclosure brings the row over the new Whitehall blunder one step closer to the home secretary, although the Home Office insisted last night that no minister knew about the decision to reject the police request. The matter was handled by the Home Office's crime reduction and community safety group, headed by Moira Wallace, director general of crime, policing and terrorism.  

The revelation came as Mr Reid admitted to the Commons that the details of 280 - more than half - of Britons convicted abroad of serious offences, including murder, rape and robbery, dating back to 1999 have yet to be logged on to the criminal records database. In an emergency statement to parliament, he said half of the offenders had not been logged on the police computer because foreign governments had provided "insufficient detail" to make the entry usable. In some cases only a name had been provided; in others the in formation had been faxed and was illegible. So far, details of only 260 of the 540 British criminals who have committed the more serious offences abroad have been entered on the computer, 111 of them supplied directly by Interpol. Urgent approaches are being made to governments for more details on the remaining cases.  

The home secretary's admission was embarrassing because his department had claimed on Tuesday that the case files of all serious offenders had been entered on to the police national computer. His clarification followed complaints from senior police officers. Mr Reid promised that an internal inquiry will be completed within six weeks. It will cover how 27,500 case files dating back seven years could have been left lying around in boxes at the Home Office instead of being processed. A spokesman said last night it would also look into the circumstances surrounding the Acpo request for extra funds to sort out the backlog in October.  

Mr Reid admitted there had been "fundamental flaws" in the sending and receipt of the information: "This is a very serious matter . . . The process for handling these notifications when they arrived in the UK was fragmented and piecemeal."  

The assurance followed a tense meeting between the home secretary, police chief constables and the head of the Criminal Records Bureau yesterday morning. Acpo, which took over responsibility for processing foreign conviction reports last May, told Mr Reid it would take it a further 12 months to work through the less serious 27,000 case files yet to be processed. The shadow home secretary, David Davis, said Mr Reid could no longer go on blaming civil servants or police officers for the blunder: "Ministers have a major responsibility for this," he said.  
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* Three officers to handle 27,000 files  

* Request for extra funds was refused  

Two Home Office ministers were fighting for their careers last night after it emerged that senior police had alerted them to problems over Britons convicted abroad.  

Chief constables wrote to Tony McNulty, the Police Minister, three months ago and the letter was then passed to Joan Ryan, a junior minister. The letter advised Mr McNulty that, given earlier problems over foreign national prisoners, it might be wise for the Home Secretary to be briefed on the issue -a suggestion that should have rung alarm bells with the two ministers.  

Ms Ryan signed a letter acknowledging receipt of the alert on December 6, the Association of Chief Police Officers confirmed last night.  

The letter to Mr McNulty was sent in October, when the Home Office turned down a request from the association for cash to trace hundreds of dangerous convicted offenders.  

The disclosure increases the pressure on John Reid and his ministerial team over the fiasco surrounding thousands of Britons convicted abroad whose records were left lying in the Home Office.  

The Home Office has insisted that it knew nothing about the backlog or request for extra cash.  

Ms Ryan said on Tuesday night after the scandal broke: "It is the case that we knew nothing of this. As far as we are aware no ministers knew of this until lunchtime."  

And yesterday she told the BBC Radio 4 Today programme: "I have asked (to) see every single piece of paper related to this issue since May 2006 so I can be absolutely, categorically sure that what I am telling you is the absolute, honest truth."  

As the political crisis deepened, senior officials in Downing Street were last night studying the letter sent to Mr McNulty. Although it made no mention of the backlog of 27,500 files it did highlight the problem of British citizens who had been convicted of offences abroad not being placed on databases.  

Samagingly for Mr McNulty and Ms Ryan, it also suggests that, given the foreign national prisoner scandal of last summer, they might wish to inform John Reid, the Home Secretary.  

Mr Reid was sent to the Home Office after the resignation of his predecessor, Charles Clarke, over the foreign national prisoner scandal. He was seen as someone who could get a grip on the Department and sort out its problems.  

Last night sources at Westminster suggested that Mr McNulty was the most vulnerable of the two ministers.  

The Home Office confirmed that a letter concerning the issue of processing information about foreign convictions was sent to Mr McNulty. It focused on general issues concerning the processing from foreign countries and not the backlog.  

A Home Office spokeswoman said that the letter was referred from Mr McNulty's private office to Ms Ryan's office. In the intervening months it has been left to three police officers working in Hampshire to sift through the thousands of files, produce a list of the most dangerous offenders and start putting them on the Police National Computer.  

Nick Clegg, the Liberal Democrat home affairs spokesman, said that Mr Reid had told MPs at lunchtime that he would consider a request for more cash to deal with the crisis, "yet within hours we discover a request was made last year but the Home Secretary and his ministers never heard about it".  

He said: "John Reid is fast resembling Manuel from Fawlty Towers, who made a habit of declaring 'I know nothing'. This mixture of ignorance and incompetence would be comic if it did not jeopardise public safety in the way that it has."  

Police have assessed 540 of the 27,500 offenders as the most serious. Their convictions include murder, rape, robbery and child sex abuse.  

Mr Reid told MPs in a Commons statement that 280 could not be accurately identified and placed on the police computers and other databases to protect the public because the records were inadequate.  

Police are contacting authorities in Switzerland, France, Greece, Norway Luxembourg, Austria, Italy, the Netherlands, Czech Republic, Poland, Turkey, Bulgaria and Slovakia for more information.  

The details of another 260 offenders have been entered on the police computer, including 149 who were already on the system. Staff at the Criminal Records Bureau have been ordered to check whether any of them have been given the all-clear to work with children or vulnerable adults.  

Mr Reid has told police to deal with the rest of the backlog within about three months.  

The latest blunder by the Home Office triggered a furious exchange in Prime Minister's Questions, with David Cameron, the Tory leader, describing Mr Reid as Labour's "fourth failing home secretary".  

Later Mr Reid admitted that before the new system came into operation in May 2006, the process for handling information on British criminals convicted abroad had been fragmented and piecemeal.  

But he did not explain how the backlog of 27,000 files built up in the judicial co-operation unit.Home Office sources said that some of the information was in a foreign language, included no fingerprints or photographs or the sentence the offender had been given.  

The failing in the Home Office unit is now the focus of an inquiry to be conducted by a senior civil servant from outside the department.  
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THE FIRING LINE  

The following are questions that were put to the Home Office by The Times yesterday regarding the furore over the British criminals who were convicted abroad, and over matters of Home Office restructuring:  

From when does the backlog of 27,529 offenders date?  

Largely 1999, but some from a few years earlier.  

Do the 27,529 documents refer to the convictions of British citizens?  

They are being worked through at the moment.  

What was the job of the UK central authority for Mutual Legal Assistance in the Home Office?  

The job was to process the documents.  

Did it hand any documents to the police?  

Some were sent to other organisations. Some were looked at but because of scant information on the files nothing was done.  

Who headed the department?  

We are not going to give that information.  

How many people were employed in the unit?  

I cannot answer that question.  

How many directors in the Home Office have moved jobs since John Reid announced restructuring?  

There are 52 directors. Three have moved to other work in the department. Six have left the department, of whom three have moved elsewhere in government, and three taken early retirement. Four others have moved as a result of ordinary promotion or normal retirement. Discussions about the future of three other directors are continuing.  

What payoffs have been made to departing staff?  

No answer was provided.  

What has happened to other senior staff at the Home Office?  

No answer was provided.  
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HOME  

The pressure on John Reid over the criminal records fiasco intensified after it emerged that two of his junior ministers had been alerted to the crisis.  

The Home Secretary has repeatedly denied that any ministers knew of the 27,500 case files - including details of 540 serious offenders such as murderers, rapists and pae-dophiles - that stacked up in the Home Office without being entered on the police national computer.  

Last night, the Tories said that the position of two ministers was untenable after it was revealed that the Association of Chief Police Officers (Acpo) had written to the Home Office in the autumn telling it about the files listing crimes committed by Britons abroad.  

The letter, revealed by ITN and later confirmed by Acpo, concluded: "I recognise you may feel this is something the Home Secretary might want to be briefed about, given the obvious links to foreign national prisoners."  

The letter was sent to Tony McNulty, the police minister, in October and acknowledged by Joan Ryan, the junior minister for immigration, last month. It outlined the problems faced in processing information about foreign convictions, but did not mention the backlog. But a senior Home Office source dismissed ITN's interpretation of the letter last night as "bullshit".  

Ms Ryan said on Tuesday: "It's the case that we knew nothing of this. As far as we are aware, no ministers knew of this until lunchtime today." And Mr Reid, making an emergency statement to MPs yesterday, assured the Commons he knew nothing about the backlog.  

David Davis, the shadow Home Secretary, seized on ITN's claims, saying: "If this is true, the position of two ministers is untenable. We need to see the full copy of this letter. Acpo should now publish, including all replies." The Home Secretary faced further embarrassment after it emerged the Home Office also turned down a plea from police for help in tackling the criminal records backlog in October. He admitted there had been "fundamental flaws" in the system for processing information about Britons who had committed crimes abroad.  

Mr Reid told the Commons he had ordered an urgent inquiry and said he had told police chiefs to accelerate the processing of the files. But Acpo said it had asked for extra cash to deal with the backlog in October. Nick Clegg, the Liberal Democrats' home affairs spokesman, said: "John Reid is fast resembling Manuel from Fawlty Towers, who made a habit of declaring, 'I know nothing'. This mixture of ignorance and incompetence would be comic if it did not jeopardise public safety in the way that it has."  

Mr Reid told MPs that 280 of the 540 serious criminals were unaccounted for as ministers had received scant details from the countries where the crimes took place. He said the Criminal Records Bureau would now check if any offenders had mistakenly been given the all-clear to work with children or vulnerable adults.  

He told the Commons: "The process for handling these notifications when they arrived in the UK was fragmented and piecemeal. There were, therefore, fundamental flaws in the sending of information and receipt of information." Mr Reid said the backlog of less serious offenders - about 27,000 - should be processed within three months.  

The blame game  

In May, the Home Secretary, John Reid, described his department as "dysfunctional in the sense it doesn't work" and its immigration service as "not fit for purpose".  

Beverley Hughes, the Immigration minister, blamed an "excess of zeal" by managers anxious to clear a backlog for waiving checks on residency applications from citizens of eastern European countries about to join the EU.  

Nick Brown, the Agriculture minister, when asked in March 2002 why he had abandoned plans to vaccinate cattle with the result that thousands died from foot and mouth, said it was the fault of slaughtermen. He said they thought they were catching the human form of foot and mouth from vaccinated cattle, when, in fact, they had blisters from using percussion guns.  

Convicts row deepens after leaked letter REID BELEAGUERED.  

By JIMMY BURNS  

426 words

Publication date: 11 January 2007

Source: Financial Times

Page: Page 2

(c) 2007 The Financial Times Limited. All rights reserved  

John Reid was last night embroiled in a deepening political row after it emerged that the home secretary may have misled MPs over the extent of ministerial knowledge about the latestblunder involving his -department.  

Leaked documents show senior police officers warned Home Office ministers in a letter last October that there could be dozens of dangerous criminals convicted abroad who had not been registered on the national police database. It was confirmed last night that a letter concerning foreign convictions was sent to Tony McNulty, police minister, last October.  

It was understood the letter, sent by the Association of Chief Police officers, did not ask for extra funding or specifically mention the backlog. Instead, it focused on the processing of information from foreign countries.  

A Home Office official said the letter was referred from Mr McNulty's private office to Joan Ryan, junior Home Office minister, who has res-ponsibility for the Criminal Records Bureau, the office in charge of vetting employees.  

David Davis, shadow home secretary, said last night if it was true two Home Office ministers did know about the missing data their positions would be "untenable". He has written to Acpo asking police to clarify exactly what was said and to whom.  

Earlier yesterday Mr Reid had tried to defuse the controversy after he and his ministers had claimed not to have known about the problem until police told MPs. He promised an immediate and thorough inquiry into why more than 200 offenders who had committed crimes abroad may have escaped vetting in the UK, and who had known about it.  

In his statement, Mr Reid confirmed that over the past year police had registered on their national database only 260 out of 540 identified British criminals convicted abroad, with a further 280 subject to ongoing enquiries in the notifying country.  

This means employers running criminal record checks will still have no knowledge of the offenders' history, although some files may have been sent to the Home Office years ago.  

"I consider the past failings in the system to be a very serious matter," Mr Reid told MPs. "However, I also believe that the system now operating puts responsibility in the right place."  

But Mr Reid yesterday faced growing criticism from opposition MPs for an alleged mixture of ignorance and incompetence in a depart-ment he had vowed to get a handle on after becoming home secretary last May, days after Acpo took charge of foreign criminal records.  
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THE Home Office was in fresh turmoil last night after it emerged that two ministers were alerted months ago to the criminals abroad fiasco about which John Reid told MPs he knew nothing.  

The Home Secretary said he had ordered an inquiry into why he was not told that the files on thousands of British criminals convicted abroad had gathered dust in his department without going on to the Police National Computer.  

But within hours it was disclosed that last October, Tony McNulty, the police minister, had been sent a letter from police chiefs specifically concerning the issue of processing information about foreign convictions.  

It suggested that the information be passed on to Mr Reid. A reply was sent last month by Joan Ryan, a junior minister in charge of the Criminal Records Bureau, who told radio listeners yesterday that "to the best of my knowledge'' she knew nothing about the issue.  

Late last night the Association of Chief Police Officers (Acpo) issued a statement saying that in her reply Miss Ryan acknowledged points it raised about difficulties over exchange of criminal record details across the EU.  

The statement also disclosed that the issue of a backlog of unprocessed notifications  

of British nationals' foreign convictions was raised by Acpo during "a number of meetings'' with Home Office officials last autumn.  

It was during these meetings that Acpo asked for more money to increase the size of the three-strong unit set up in May 2006 to process the 27,500 cases received from the Home Office, some dating as far back as 1995.  

The files contained details of 540 serious offenders - including killers, rapists, paedophiles, attempted murderers and drug traffickers.  

Most of the 280 whose details are not yet on the police computer are drug dealers, the statement disclosed.  

It said: "By the end of September (2006), having already identified the 540 priority cases, Acpo held a number of meetings with Home Office officials. Progress was discussed along with how best to deal with historic notifications.  

"We estimated it would take at least a year to deal with them whilst continuing to deal with all new incoming notifications. We also indicated that the outstanding notifications could be dealt with more quickly if we were able to expand our team with further funding. We did not receive any additional funds.  

"Last October, Acpo wrote to Home Office minister Tony McNulty. The purpose of the letter was to update him on the work of the new unit and indicate continuing difficulties around the exchange of criminal records across the EU.  

"Acpo received a reply from Home Office minister Joan Ryan. She acknowledged in her letter the points that had been raised and asked that we keep her officials updated on the issue of relevant European processes. Subsequent meetings with Home Office officials took place in October and December.''  

David Davis, the shadow home secretary, said: "We need to actually see the letter, see the correspondence, see whether or not what ministers have been saying stands up and if it doesn't we have got a serious problem here.''  

The disclosures could blow apart Mr Reid's defence that ministers were ignorant of the problem and that it was, in any case, being sorted out and will affect his thinking on whether to stand against Gordon Brown for the Labour leadership.  

Home Office officials said last night that the decision not to fund the extra trawl of records was not taken by ministers and that Mr Reid had not known of the application.  

He even told MPs yesterday that he would consider giving the police more money if they asked for it - apparently unaware that they already had.  

Tony Blair's official spokesman said Mr Reid could not be expected to have acted earlier on a problem he had not been informed about.  

Mr Reid tried to regain the initiative by ordering checks on whether any offenders had sought clearance to work with vulnerable people.  

David Cameron, the Tory leader, said: "If one of these dangerous criminals is found to have been working with vulnerable adults or with children, the Home Secretary won't be able to run away.''  

Police chiefs take Reid to task over criminal records blunder: Home Office rejected plan to speed case files clear-up Minister's clarification to MPs follows Acpo talks  

Alan Travis Home affairs editor  
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The home secretary, John Reid, faced new embarrassment last night when senior police officers revealed that his department had turned down a request in October for extra funds to sort out the criminal records backlog of Britons convicted abroad. The Association of Chief Police Officers said it had asked officials for money to allow it to clear up the 27,500 case files within three instead of 12 months but the request had been rejected.  

The disclosure brings the row over the new Whitehall blunder one step closer to the home secretary, although the Home Office insisted last night that no minister knew about the decision to reject the police request. The matter was handled by the Home Office's crime reduction and community safety group, headed by Moira Wallace, director general of crime, policing and terrorism.  

The revelation came as Mr Reid admitted to the Commons that the details of 280 - more than half - of Britons convicted abroad of serious offences, including murder, rape and robbery, dating back to 1999 have yet to be logged on to the criminal records database. In an emergency statement to parliament, he said half of the offenders had not been logged on the police computer because foreign governments had provided "insufficient detail" to make the entry usable. In some cases only a name had been provided; in others the in formation had been faxed and was illegible. So far, details of only 260 of the 540 British criminals who have committed the more serious offences abroad have been entered on the computer, 111 of them supplied directly by Interpol. Urgent approaches are being made to governments for more details on the remaining cases.  

The home secretary's admission was embarrassing because his department had claimed on Tuesday that the case files of all serious offenders had been entered on to the police national computer. His clarification followed complaints from senior police officers. Mr Reid promised that an internal inquiry will be completed within six weeks. It will cover how 27,500 case files dating back seven years could have been left lying around in boxes at the Home Office instead of being processed. A spokesman said last night it would also look into the circumstances surrounding the Acpo request for extra funds to sort out the backlog in October.  

Mr Reid admitted there had been "fundamental flaws" in the sending and receipt of the information: "This is a very serious matter . . . The process for handling these notifications when they arrived in the UK was fragmented and piecemeal."  

The assurance followed a tense meeting between the home secretary, police chief constables and the head of the Criminal Records Bureau yesterday morning. Acpo, which took over responsibility for processing foreign conviction reports last May, told Mr Reid it would take it a further 12 months to work through the less serious 27,000 case files yet to be processed. The shadow home secretary, David Davis, said Mr Reid could no longer go on blaming civil servants or police officers for the blunder: "Ministers have a major responsibility for this," he said.  
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John Reid: foreign governments had provided 'insufficient details'  

National: Police fury at Home Office blunder on criminal data: Details of crimes abroad not on computer, MPs told 500 serious offenders escaped criminal records  
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A major row broke out last night between the Home Office and senior police officers over how more than 500 serious offenders escaped criminal records vetting despite being convicted of offences around Europe.  

Senior police officers revealed the fresh Home Office blunder yesterday when they told MPs that data on the convictions of Britons abroad had been sent to the Home Office in London but had simply been left "sitting in desk files" instead of being put on the police national computer so it could be used for vetting checks.  

The 27,529 paper records containing details of British people convicted around Europe passed to the Home Office include 525 convicted of more serious offences. They include five murderers, 28 rapists and attempted rapists, 29 paedophiles and 17 other sex offenders, and 29 robbers.  

A Home Office spokesman said last night that this was "a serious issue that is now being remedied" and said it involved a backlog of notification of crimes committed by British citizens abroad up until early 2006. "As the police made clear the case files of all serious offenders in the backlog have been entered on to the police national computer." But chief constables last night said only half of the serious cases have so far actually been logged: "We are processing them but it is taking time," said a spokeswoman for the Association of Chief Police Officers .  

Urgent checks are also to be carried out on whether any of the 525 serious offenders have applied for jobs and mistakenly been given a clean bill of health to work with children or vulnerable adults by the Criminal Records Bureau despite their convictions. The disclosure last night triggered the announcement of a "full and immediate" inquiry. The home secretary, John Reid, is to summon senior police officers and Criminal Records Bureau chiefs to explain what is being done to deal with the situation.  

In the face of opposition charges of a cover-up, Mr Reid had to admit that he had only learned of the problem after chief police officers had revealed it when giving evidence to MPs yesterday.  

"This fact was not made public earlier because to the best of our knowledge this matter was not brought to the attention of the home secretary or his ministers until today, otherwise it would have been highlighted when he listed the reasons why the department's systems and procedures were not fit for purpose," said a Home Office statement last night.  

This new criminal records blunder happened after the paper records on cases of Britons convicted of crimes abroad, mainly in other EU states, was passed to the Home Office under new EU arrangements to share information on criminal convictions across Europe. The data relates to crimes dating back to 1999 up until March 2006 on convictions of British citizens in 15 countries, mainly EU members. Paul Kernaghan, Hampshire's chief constable and an Acpo spokesman, told the Commons home affairs select committee that the situation was "totally unacceptable" and a new system had been set up last May to try to rectify the problem. Urgent checks are now going on to see if any have been given clearance by the Criminal Records Bureau to work with children or vulnerable adults.  

"Until the Acpo criminal records office was created someone could go to Germany, commit a sexual offence and serve a sentence - and this would not be known to any police officer when they came back to the UK. It would not be known to the UK courts if they re-offended and it would not be reflected in their sentencing."  

Mr Kernaghan said that was a totally unacceptable position professionally and in terms of public protection. "The information was sitting in desk files and not entered on the PNC. They are working their way through putting serious offenders on a risk-assessed basis on the PNC."  

The police say that none of the convicted rapists had been notified to the sex offenders' register: "If these particular offenders had been the subject of checks for employment through the Criminal Records Bureau, the search would have returned a 'no trace'."  

The blunder happened before a new agency - the UK central authority for the exchange of criminal records - was set up last May. Before that date the information was sent by other European governments to the Home Office on the grounds that it was the officially designated "central authority for mutual legal assistance".  

Blunders leave 500 offenders 'missing'   
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* Police hunt killers, rapists and paedophiles   

* Home Office loses Britons jailed abroad   

Hundreds of offenders who committed crimes abroad including murder, rape and sex abuse could be working unchecked back in Britain with children or other vulnerable people after a new blunder by the Home Office.   

Urgent inquiries were under way by police last night to see if more than 500 of the serious offenders, including paedophiles, now have secured jobs working with children.   

Last night John Reid, the Home Secretary, was forced to admit that he knew nothing about the latest fiasco, which led to the troubled Home Office in effect "sitting on" details of British citizens convicted of offences abroad. Six years of information, which should have been entered into the Police National Computer (PNC), has been left to gather dust at Mr Reid's department.   

Mr Reid said that he regarded the matter as "a very serious problem" and would be meeting police and officials tomorrow to discuss how it should be dealt with.   

"This is a very serious problem and I take it very seriously indeed. That's why I've called in the police and the Criminal Records Bureau for an urgent meeting," he said. "I want to establish the facts and satisfy myself that everything is being done to protect the public."   

It emerged yesterday that more than 27,000 paper records on British citizens who had committed crimes abroad were sent to the Home Office between 1999 and last year, including information on more than 500 serious offenders.   

The controversy then degenerated into a row, with senior police officers accusing the department of issuing inaccurate information in an attempt to lessen the impact of the problem. The cases included 25 British citizens convicted of rape in other European countries whose details were not entered into the PNC or the sex offenders register.   

Other files included information about three British citizens convicted of attempted rape and a further 45 convicted of sexual abuse, including 29 on children. There were also foreign convictions for five murders, nine attempted murders, 13 manslaughters and 29 robberies.   

Details of the latest Home Office blunder were disclosed by the Association of Chief Police Officers (Acpo) to MPs on the Commons Home Affairs Select Committee.Acpo said in its written evidence: "The majority of these serious foreign convictions of UK nationals were not on the Police National Computer and we have no DNA, fingerprints or photographs."   

A team of police officers is now making checks with the Criminal Records Bureau to discover if any of the most dangerous 525 offenders have applied for jobs working with children or the sick and vulnerable.   

The need to improve the quality of information exchanged about criminals was highlighted in 2003. Michel Fourniret, 63, was arrested by Belgian police for the murder of six French and one Belgian girl. He had previously been sentenced to seven years for rape and indecent assault on under-age children in France, but the Belgian authorities were unaware of his conviction.   

In another case Francisco Montes, 55, was convicted of the murder in France of Caroline Dickinson, from Cornwall, in 2004. He had previously been arrested for sex offences in Germany and Spain.   

A new system only began in May 2006 when chief police officers inherited the 27,000 files on overseas convictions from the Home Office. Chief police officers said that half of the 525 most serious offenders were now on the PNC, but a Home Office statement said that all of them had been logged.   

Last night Sir David Normington, Permanent Secretary at the Home Office, began a full inquiry into the blunderwhich follows earlier controversies over foreign prisoners and abscondings from open prisons.   

A Home Office spokeswoman said the backlog had not been made public earlier because to the "best of our knowledge" the matter had not been brought to the attention of Mr Reid or his ministers.   
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HUNDREDS of serious criminals convicted abroad - including killers and rapists - were left off the police national computer because their details were never passed on by the Home Office, MPs were told yesterday.  

The extraordinary blunder means they may have been cleared to work with children and other vulnerable people or obtained jobs without their employers knowing of their background.  

As their details were not entered on to the computer they would not have shown up on checks carried out by the Criminal Records Bureau.  

Last night John Reid, the Home Secretary, said that he regarded the matter as "a very serious problem'' and would be meeting police and officials today to discuss how it should be dealt with.  

"This is a very serious problem and I take it very seriously indeed. That's why I've called in the police and the Criminal Records Bureau for an urgent meeting,'' he said.  

"I want to establish the facts and satisfy myself that everything is being done to protect the public. After that I may well have something else to say.''  

The latest example of Home Office incompetence was exposed by police chiefs at a meeting of the home affairs select committee.  

A paper prepared by the Association of Chief Police Officers (Acpo) said the information about British nationals convicted abroad was ''left sitting in box files'' in the Home Office.  

It included details about five murderers, 25 rapists, three attempted rapists, 29 paedophiles, 17 other sex offenders, nine people convicted of attempted murder, 13 of manslaughter and 29 robbers.  

The CRB is now checking the records of more than 500 serious offenders to see if they have managed to slip through the net and have applied for jobs in this country. So far, only half of these have been entered on to the Police National Computer (PNC).  

Paul Kernaghan, the chief constable of Hampshire and an Acpo spokesman, said a new system, set up last year to rectify the position, required going through some 27,500 case files.  

"Until the Acpo criminal records office was created, someone could go to Germany, commit a sexual offence and serve a sentence - and this would not be known to any police officer when they came back to the UK,'' Mr Kernaghan added.  

"It would not be known to the courts in the UK if they re-offended. That is a totally unacceptable position professionally and in terms of public protection.''  

The Acpo document said: "The majority of these serious foreign convictions of UK nationals were not on the PNC and we have no DNA, fingerprints or photographs. None of the 25 UK nationals convicted of rape had been made subject of the sex offenders register.''  

It added: "If these particular offenders had been subject to checks for employment through the CRB, the search would have returned a 'no trace'. Arrangements have been made to have a list of 525 serious offenders checked against the CRB system to establish if any have applied for employment in the UK.''  

The information from 15 countries, predominantly in the EU, was received by the UK Central Authority for Mutual Legal Assistance, a Home Office body.  

It co-ordinated the exchange of conviction data between European countries but it apparently did not pass the information to the PNC.  

This only became apparent when its responsibilities were inherited by Acpo last May following an EU agreement to share conviction data.  

These details are now transferred to the new UK Central Authority for the Exchange of Criminal Records, which is based in Hampshire and run by the police. But they still only receive basic information and not DNA or fingerprint records.  

The revelation triggered a fresh broadside against the Home Office, which has lurched from crisis to crisis for almost 10 months.  

David Davis, the shadow home secretary, said: "Of itself this is disgraceful - but it is by no means the first of the Government's systems which have had major failures in the past few years.''  

Officials last night said there was no evidence any of the convicted offenders had sought or secured a job working with children in Britain.  

Home Office blunder leaves serious offenders off police crime records  

By Nigel Morris Home Affairs Correspondent  
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John Reid was under fire from police chiefs last night over a Home Office blunder that could have allowed serious criminals to work with children and vulnerable adults.  

In the latest blow to the credibility of the Home Secretary's department, police chiefs disclosed that the Home Office had failed to pass on details of 27,500 offences committed by Britons in other European countries. More than 500 are classed as serious offenders, including five murderers, 25 rapists, 29 paedophiles and 17 other sex attackers.  

As a result, detectives were unable to add the criminals' details to the Police National Computer, which is used by the Criminal Records Bureau (CRB) to check the backgrounds of people who want to work in schools, youth groups and care homes.  

An embarrassed Mr Reid, who last year described parts of his department as "not fit for purpose", admitted that he and his ministers only learnt of the mistake yesterday. He announced a "full and immediate inquiry" into how it could have happened. He faced demands to make a Commons statement today.  

Last night, he clashed with the Association of Chief Police Officers (Acpo) over whether the 525 serious offenders had now been added to the police computer. He insisted their details had been registered but Acpo said only about half had.  

Britain is part of a Europe-wide scheme under which 16 countries exchange information about crimes committed by foreign nationals in their jurisdiction. But Acpo disclosed yesterday that, through incompetence, the Home Office had failed to take advantage of the international co-operation.  

A spokesman, Paul Kernaghan, the Chief Constable of Hampshire, told the Commons Home Affairs Select Committee that information on convictions was left "sitting in desk files" in the Home Office rather than being added to the police computer. Nor were details of the rapists and paedophiles put on to the sex offenders register. He said the mistake was uncovered last May, since when details of offences abroad were added to the police computer.  

Mr Kernaghan said: "[Before then] someone could go to, let's say, Germany, commit a sexual offence, be convicted by the German courts and serve a sentence. "That would not be known to any police officer when they came back to the UK and it would not be known to the British courts when they reoffended in Britain."  

"That is a totally unacceptable position professionally and crucially from a public protection point of view."  

A total of 27,529 documents were found to contain details of British nationals convicted abroad. As well as the murderers and sex offenders, there were nine people convicted of attempted murder, 13 of manslaughter and 29 of robbery.  

The information from 15 countries, mainly states in the EU, had previously been received by the Home Office's UK Central Authority for Mutual Legal Assistance. Its responsibilities were transferred to Acpo on 21 May last year, when it set up the UK Central Authority for the Exchange of Criminal Records.  

A Home Office spokesman said Mr Reid was livid when he was told about the blunder and has made tackling it his top priority. He has summoned representatives from the CRB and Acpo to discuss the crisis today. The spokesman said: "This fact was not made public earlier because, to the best of our knowledge, this matter was not brought to the attention of the Home Secretary or his ministers until today. Otherwise it would have been highlighted when he listed the reasons why the department's systems and procedures were not fit for purpose." Nick Clegg, the Liberal Democrat home affairs spokesman, said: "I dread to think what other scandals are lurking in the Home Office filing cabinets."  

Not fit for purpose?  

April 2006: Charles Clarke admits more than 1,000 foreign criminals have been released from prison without deportation hearings. Within days details emerge of fresh crimes committed by wrongly released inmates  

May 2006: A senior immigration officer confesses he does not have the 'faintest idea' how many illegal immigrants are in the UK  

May 2006: Five Nigerian illegal immigrants found working as cleaners in immigration office  

May 2006: Criminal Records Bureau wrongly labels 2,700 innocent people as criminals  

July 2006: John Reid has to abandon plans for enforced mergers of police forces  

October 2006: Home Office discloses only 86 of the foreign national prisoners have been deported - and three serious offenders are still on the run  

November 2006: Prison population in England and Wales passes 80,000  

January 2007: Prison Service says it does not know how many offenders have absconded  

Police chiefs say Home Office negligent over convicts' files CRIMINAL RECORDS.  

By WILLIAM MACNAMARA  
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One month after a blunder threatened to release 100 dangerous criminals, the Home Office has again come under fire as the Association of Chief Police Officers has said the department's negligence might have allowed thousands of UK nationals convicted abroad to find work that put them in contact with children.  

Acpo disclosed that the records of more than 27,500 Britons - for instance, one convicted of paedophilia in Italy - were left "sitting in desk files" in the Home Office instead of being sent to authorities who monitored such criminals when they re-entered the UK.  

Included among the records are 25 rapists, 29 paedophiles, and five -murderers.  

"None of the 25 UK nationals convicted of rape had been made subject of the sex-offenders register," said Acpo. "If these particular offenders had been subject of checks for employment through the CRB (Criminal Records Bureau), the search would have returned a 'no trace'."  

The CRB, a Home Office agency that vets people who want to work with children and other vulnerable people, was now checking job-application records for more than 500 of the most serious offenders, Acpo said.  

Paul Kernaghan, of Acpo, said the situation was "totally unacceptable . . . professionally and in terms of public protection".  

John Reid, home secretary since May, framed this latest charge against the Home Office as a just complaint, deflecting blame to the ministry's dysfunctional bur-eaucracy. "If the department had told us about it in the first few weeks, we would have done something about it," said a spokesman for Mr Reid. "We would have added it to the list of reasons why the Home Office was not fit for purpose."  

On May 21, three weeks after the departure of Charles Clarke as home secretary, Acpo replaced the Home Office as co-ordinator of foreign criminal records of British nationals. It has since been reviewing the 27,529 case files unprocessed by the Home Office.  

Acpo's revelation follows several Home Office blunders that have exposed the ministry to heavy criticism.  

On December 1, the Court of Appeal ruled hundreds of criminals were being imprisoned unlawfully because of a Home Office legal error and could be subject to imminent release and millions of pounds in compensation.  

Last April, in a scandal that cost Mr Clarke his job, it was revealed the Home Office freed more than 1,000 foreign prisoners without being considered for deportation. Some of the freed criminals went on to commit further crimes in the UK. In October, the ministry was criticised after two terror suspects linked to the July 7 bombings in government custody escaped.  

"Once again Home Office ineptitude has left the police and the public in the lurch," said Nick Clegg, Liberal Democrat home affairs spokesman. "We need to know from the home -secretary what progress is being made on checking the files for these 525 serious offenders."  

Police fury at Home Office blunder on criminal data: Details of crimes abroad not on computer, MPs told 500 serious offenders escaped criminal records  

Alan Travis Home affairs editor  

791 words

Publication date: 10 January 2007

Source: The Guardian

Page: 6

© Copyright 2007.  The Guardian.  All rights reserved.  

A major row broke out last night between the Home Office and senior police officers over how more than 500 serious offenders escaped criminal records vetting despite being convicted of offences around Europe.  

Senior police officers revealed the fresh Home Office blunder yesterday when they told MPs that data on the convictions of Britons abroad had been sent to the Home Office in London but had simply been left "sitting in desk files" instead of being put on the police national computer so it could be used for vetting checks.  

The 27,529 paper records containing details of British people convicted around Europe passed to the Home Office include 525 convicted of more serious offences. They include five murderers, 28 rapists and attempted rapists, 29 paedophiles and 17 other sex offenders, and 29 robbers.  

A Home Office spokesman said last night that this was "a serious issue that is now being remedied" and said it involved a backlog of notification of crimes committed by British citizens abroad up until early 2006. "As the police made clear the case files of all serious offenders in the backlog have been entered on to the police national computer." But chief constables last night said only half of the serious cases have so far actually been logged: "We are processing them but it is taking time," said a spokeswoman for the Association of Chief Police Officers .  

Urgent checks are also to be carried out on whether any of the 525 serious offenders have applied for jobs and mistakenly been given a clean bill of health to work with children or vulnerable adults by the Criminal Records Bureau despite their convictions. The disclosure last night triggered the announcement of a "full and immediate" inquiry. The home secretary, John Reid, is to summon senior police officers and Criminal Records Bureau chiefs to explain what is being done to deal with the situation.  

In the face of opposition charges of a cover-up, Mr Reid had to admit that he had only learned of the problem after chief police officers had revealed it when giving evidence to MPs yesterday.  

"This fact was not made public earlier because to the best of our knowledge this matter was not brought to the attention of the home secretary or his ministers until today, otherwise it would have been highlighted when he listed the reasons why the department's systems and procedures were not fit for purpose," said a Home Office statement last night.  

This new criminal records blunder happened after the paper records on cases of Britons convicted of crimes abroad, mainly in other EU states, was passed to the Home Office under new EU arrangements to share information on criminal convictions across Europe. The data relates to crimes dating back to 1999 up until March 2006 on convictions of British citizens in 15 countries, mainly EU members. Paul Kernaghan, Hampshire's chief constable and an Acpo spokesman, told the Commons home affairs select committee that the situation was "totally unacceptable" and a new system had been set up last May to try to rectify the problem. Urgent checks are now going on to see if any have been given clearance by the Criminal Records Bureau to work with children or vulnerable adults.  

"Until the Acpo criminal records office was created someone could go to Germany, commit a sexual offence and serve a sentence - and this would not be known to any police officer when they came back to the UK. It would not be known to the UK courts if they re-offended and it would not be reflected in their sentencing."  

Mr Kernaghan said that was a totally unacceptable position professionally and in terms of public protection. "The information was sitting in desk files and not entered on the PNC. They are working their way through putting serious offenders on a risk-assessed basis on the PNC."  

The police say that none of the convicted rapists had been notified to the sex offenders' register: "If these particular offenders had been the subject of checks for employment through the Criminal Records Bureau, the search would have returned a 'no trace'."  

The blunder happened before a new agency - the UK central authority for the exchange of criminal records - was set up last May. Before that date the information was sent by other European governments to the Home Office on the grounds that it was the officially designated "central authority for mutual legal assistance".  

The Home Office  

'Serious issue is being remedied,' it said last night Photograph: Michael Crabtree/Troika  
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The Driving Standards Agency has proposed that criminal history checks using Criminal Records Bureau data on driving instructors should be introduced.   

Compulsory checks could be in place by the spring. While motoring convictions are checked, there are currently no criminal history checks on instructors.   

(c) Times Newspapers Ltd, 2006    
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THE way things are going Santa Claus might as well stay in Lapland and Rudolf start looking for a rest home for retired reindeer.  

For the spread of an obsessive, bureaucratic safety culture has led schools, charities and churches to become so terrified of child protection laws that they are banning Father Christmas altogether.  

One entertainment agency supplying Santas to children's parties has seen bookings halve in five years, a report revealed yesterday.  

Other organisations have imposed draconian rules for fear of being sued. A shopping centre in Wales installed CCTV in Santa's grotto and printed a notice saying windows had been left "clear of decoration so that parents can see clearly what is going on''. Even Tim Loughton, the Conservative Party children's spokesman, was banned from dressing up as an elf for charity because he had not been screened by the Criminal Records Bureau (CRB), an agency of the Home Office.  

Mr Loughton and a group of fund-raisers from the Worthing and District Animal Rescue Society were forbidden from setting up a grotto in a garden centre last year.  

"The pendulum has swung too far towards excessive protection,'' he said yesterday. "When volunteers are being deterred from coming forward to raise money for children you have to ask yourself in whose best interests are we acting?''  

This Christmas the MP dressed as Santa for the same charity but said that children were prohibited from sitting on his knee.  

All adults working with children must be subjected to a CRB check. But the Manifesto Club, a free speech group which compiled yesterday's report, said the hysteria surrounding child protection laws was out of control.  

Josie Appleton, its spokesman, said: "Everything from enclosed grottoes to sitting on Santa's knee is now seen as unacceptable in some quarters. In many department stores, a stand-offish Santa handing out presents under strip lighting has replaced an atmospheric Lapland grotto.  

"This isn't about 'PC gone mad'. Sadly, these procedures have become entirely normal in schools, churches and community centres across Britain.''  

The report highlights guidance by the Churches' Child Protection Advisory Service, a Christian charity, which tells clergy: "Use one of your organisation's 'approved' children's workers as Santa. If using someone else, then Father Christmas should always have a suitably dressed assistant present, who is an approved worker.''  

And Rotary Club rules say: "Santa or assistants should not actively invite children to 'kiss' Santa. If a child wishes to kiss Santa this should be on the cheek. It is preferable for children to shake hands or blow a kiss.''  

The Roman Catholic Diocese of East Anglia advises: "Father Christmas must not ask/encourage children to sit on his knee.''  

Yesterday's study also claims that the fun has been taken out of children's parties, with many parents being banned from taking pictures. Even the church offers little refuge from the bureaucracy.  

Rules from the Central Council of Church Bell Ringers say: "It is recommended that at least two adult members of the tower (preferably one of each sex) complete the declaration and CRB check procedure, and at least one of these should always be present when young people attend ringing.''  

Education: Is sharing caring?: A national database aiming to pool information on all children is being piloted. So far, results look positive  

Anna Bawden  
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Shane Roberts is an eight-year-old with behavioural and emotional difficulties. He has a statement of special educational needs and has seen an educational psychologist, a child psychiatrist at the local children and mental health services and social workers, as well as the education welfare officer and the special educational needs coordinator at his school in Telford. His mother, Becky, says having to deal with so many different people was confusing and upsetting for Shane.  

But since the introduction of a local children's database, things have got better for Shane. Now, care is more coordinated and Becky no longer has to constantly provide the same information to lots of different agencies.  

Telford is one of nine local authorities piloting a database of all children in the area, following the Department for Education and Skills' decision to create a national children's index. The information-sharing index is supposed to make all those working with children collaborate more systematically. It will hold the details of every child in the country - around 11 million children under 19.  

Controversial proposals  

It is a direct response to Lord Laming's inquiry into the death of Victoria Climbie in 2000, which concluded that her death might have been avoided had the organisations she came into contact with shared their concerns. But the proposals have proved controversial, with allegations that the database will allow teachers and other users to find out everything about children, from the medication they have taken to what they eat at school.  

This is nonsense, says the children and families minister, Beverley Hughes. "It's not about recording case history, attendance at school or visits to A&E," she says. The database will only hold basic information - the child's name, address, date of birth, school or college and GP. "Nor will the index link back technically into teachers' records or social workers' case-management systems.  

"It's simply a way, when there's an area of concern, to find out who else has had contact with that child. At the moment, it can take weeks and weeks for that information to be found."  

The database will list all the agencies working with children, such as the police, social services, educational psychologists and the local hospital. So-called sensitive services - such as mental health, sexual health and substance abuse organisations - will not automatically appear. In these cases, prior consent from parents will be required before their contact details can be recorded on the index. Teachers and other users will also be able to see if a common assessment framework (a generic assessment of the child's additional needs) has been completed and if anyone has information to share.  

Some teachers piloting the local index were initially confused about the scope of the database. "Some of the school staff thought they could go on to the index and see everything they needed to know about a child," says Sara Tough, who runs the integrated children's services programme at Telford. "You will not be able to see a bruise and register it on the index - that's just the myth."  

For some critics, the index is therefore little more than an expensive telephone directory: it will cost pounds 224m to set up and pounds 41m a year to run. But Hughes argues that the database will allow teachers and other professionals to do more preventive work with families. "The index enables additional services to be put together at a much earlier stage," she says. "We need something to make communication between professionals much, much easier."  

Security remains a problem, however. How will the minister ensure the information is accurate and only seen by appropriate people? "All users have to undergo training and an enhanced criminal records bureau check," she says. "Nobody will be able to go fishing on the database. Every request will be completely audited."  

Only a limited number of teachers in any school will be authorised to use the index, she points out. In Telford and Sheffield, which is also piloting the database, users are almost exclusively restricted to headteachers, special educational needs coordinators, learning mentors or the child protection liaison officer.  

Information will not be held on the database indefinitely. Children's records will be securely archived at the age of 18 (or 25 for those receiving adult services). After six years, the information will be destroyed. The contact details of teachers and other professionals, meanwhile, will be held for one year after they have stopped working with a child, although they can choose to keep their details available for up to five years if they wish.  

Hard to organise  

A unique identifying number will help to reduce mistaken identities, but the index is ultimately reliant on the information provided by schools, councils and others being correct. Des Charles, service manager at Sheffield city council, says: "The difficulty with the national index will be organising the data. In Sheffield, we take information from three services and cross-match it. At a national level, it will be much harder to do."  

The minister says the information-sharing index will allow councils to migrate data held locally on to the national index. But information becomes out-of-date quickly. The DfES says it aims to have automatic electronic updates wherever possible, but that assumes changes are quickly entered into school and other services' own records. Tough says that while all agencies in Telford are required to report and correct inaccurate data, this is still not happening quickly enough.  

Not everyone is convinced of the need for a database. "Where there is a lack of connection between agencies, you do need something, but it is a mistake to assume the gap can be plugged by a database," says Mick Brookes, general secretary of the National Association of Head Teachers.  

But teachers in the areas piloting the database have been largely positive. Caroline Hawkins, head of St Peter's primary school, Edgmond, near Telford, is a big fan. "Since we've had the index, we are no longer alone," she says. Jane Silverlock, the school's special educational needs coordinator, says the database saves her a lot of time, particularly with children who have recently moved into the area. "If the records do not come with the child, I could spend days or even weeks phoning around various agencies to get the information I needed. Now I am able to see which agencies are involved instantly."  

And Brian Taylor, head at Wybourn Community primary school near Sheffield, says the index is helping his school to provide more coordinated help to families and pupils. "Although we have built effective networks with other agencies, it is high-maintenance stuff," he says. "The index should make it much easier."  

The consultation period for the draft regulations ends on Thursday. The government will publish final regulations next year and the minister says she hopes the index will be up and running by the end of 2008.  

All names of children and their parents have been changed  
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More than one in four people reading this article will have a criminal record. If you include people with cautions, reprimands and final warnings on their record then the numbers are even higher. The majority of these ex-offenders are not hardened villains - on the whole, they are normal citizens who have discovered that even if their only crime happened decades ago, a record of it might still be following them around.   

While it seems like a surprising statistic, it is perhaps more amazing that our attitude towards people with criminal records is so negative, even though we probably all know several ex-offenders. For people with a criminal record, this prejudice is felt most keenly when applying for jobs.   

Aside from negotiating those application-form questions about your criminal record, if the job you're applying for involves extended contact with children and vulnerable adults, your would-be employer will perform a criminal background check. The Criminal Records Bureau (CRB), the agency that performs these searches, is increasingly busy. In March 2002, the CRB performed 1.4m checks - now it is on target to vet 2.8m applications per year and with new legislation, these numbers are set to grow further.   

But while the system does mean that children and vulnerable adults are offered greater protection, it's also easy to understand the concern of Nacro, a crime-reduction charity, that the system is failing the 14,000 people who call their helpline every year to discuss problems with disclosure.   

Nacro's communication manager Mervyn Barrett has taken hundreds of these calls from people. "One of the greatest problems is that the disclosure service is routinely abused by employers. A lot of jobs are being subjected to standard and enhanced disclosure checks for jobs where they have no right to seek that information. There is a growing tendency for employers to run a check on any job that involves even potential contact with children or vulnerable adults. The other issue is that we've got positions that may be eligible for a standard check but an enhanced level check is being carried out instead."   

This final point is borne out by the CRB's own statistics - around 89% of disclosures have been done at the enhanced level. Unlike a standard disclosure where convictions, cautions, final warnings and reprimands are reported, an enhanced check also returns "soft information", which might include additional notes from local police forces including allegations that never led to a conviction.   

On one level the inclusion of this information can be essential - its omission in the background check run on Ian Huntley might have been a factor in allowing him to work close to children. But on another, this soft information can have a devastating affect on the employment prospects of people, for whom the concept of "innocent until proven guilty" has been disregarded.   

Last year Terry applied for a job in the hospitality industry. His position should not have been subject to a disclosure check, as it did not require regular contact with children or vulnerable adults - but his employer sought an enhanced level check. Terry didn't object because he had never been in trouble with the police. When the disclosure was returned he was shocked to see details of an allegation that he had hit his partner - Terry denies that this ever happened. Although the allegation was never fully investigated or ever came to court, Terry's employer refused an offer of employment.   

Nacro points out that currently there's very little that you can do to purge this sort of information from your records and, although you can dispute information on your disclosure, Barrett says the police are often unwilling to re-investigate allegations from so long in the past.   

This reluctance can be damaging: 20% of employers subsequently refuse to recruit someone as a result of a disclosure and it seems that rather than weeding out potentially dangerous candidates, the disclosure system is being used by some employers to filter out anyone with a prior criminal record. What makes the matter worse is that there is very little recourse for people who have been discriminated against.   

"There is a Disclosure Code Of Practice which sets out individuals' rights and employers' responsibilities," Barrett explains. "It's designed to ensure that people aren't discriminated against but it is routinely ignored. In fact most of the time employers are not even aware that they've signed up to it. The other thing is that employers are routinely refusing to employ, or are dismissing people, on the basis of old or irrelevant cautions or convictions. If you're refused employment on the basis of a criminal background, then you're stuck.   

"Alternatively, if you're already in post and your employer runs a disclosure check then you don't have the right to claim unfair dismissal until you've been in post for a year. The reality is that employers can get away with this sort of thing."   

Such is the culture of discrimination that it has led to a situation where self-exclusion is the norm - people with criminal records realise that it's pointless even applying for jobs which require disclosure. Of the 2.8m standard and enhanced disclosures issued, only 6% of them showed any criminal record, far below the 25% you would expect to reflect society as a whole.   

Despite this self-exclusion, Barrett says it's a myth that this will cause people to re-offend. "Those people are embarrassed and ashamed of what they did in the past but the fact that they're excluding themselves doesn't mean that they're going to go off the rails again. All that will happen is that they will lead diminished lives."   

Incredibly, despite the Data Protection Act giving you some access to your criminal record, you cannot access the soft information which would be returned if an employer performed an enhanced disclosure. The closest you can get is to perform a subject access check. Each of the 43 police forces in England and Wales has its own subject access form, which you must fill in and pay pounds 10 to submit. The process often takes the full 40 days allowable under the Data Protection Act and will list only the basic information.   

If you are worried about disclosing a criminal record, the best policy is to be open and honest with employers from the beginning. "There are two things that you can do in this situation," says Barrett. "Don't lose sight of the fact that you need to sell yourself and get the job.   

"Also, disclose the information before the CRB information comes back in a way that will be reassuring to an employer. In most instances, there is a lot that a person can say about a conviction or a caution that would entirely reassure an employer and explain the situation."   

You might imagine that Nacro would be against the increasing use of criminal background checks, but Barrett has a surprising take on the move towards a universal criminal background check which would see full disclosure for every job.   

"It might actually be healthy for two reasons. First, because individuals with criminal records might just have to get on with it and accept that's the way things are. Second, it might also be a good thing in that employers will see just how common it is to have a criminal record. If one in four of your applicants has some form of criminal record you are going to have to take a more balanced view of the issue."   

?   
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The formal park of Dunham Massey in Cheshire is among the most magnificent in northern England. It was laid out by Lord Warrington in the late 17th century with 100,000 trees, possibly the most ever, justified explicitly as "for the benefit of posterity". Posterity duly benefited. The park grew, and by 1843 the new canal from Manchester was bringing Whitsuntide trippers by the tens of thousand to wander Dunham's groves and breathe its fresh air. It was Manchester's lung - and under the custodianship of the National Trust still is.  

On New Year's Day 2005, one of Dunham's mighty 260-year-old beeches was hit by a sudden, 67mph gust of wind. It fell on to its neighbour, which in turn toppled and killed an eight-year-old boy. It was an accident, and nobody pretended otherwise. The Health and Safety Executive, in league with the police, arrested and cautioned the property manager for possible manslaughter, but the police dropped the case for lack of evidence after a year.  

The HSE did not do so. What used to be called an act of God has, since the invention of the HSE, been redefined as an act of man. There is no longer any such thing as an accident, or lawyers would starve. The chance of a tree killing a person in Britain is infinitesimal. There are barely half a dozen deaths a year attributed to trees, usually in cars driving into fallen ones. For a tree to topple on to a person, the odds are about 25m to one.  

The HSE is none the less continuing its inquiry, to pin a case on the National Trust for criminal negligence under the Health and Safety at Work Act. The crime, presumably, is neglectful ownership of any tree that might fall over in a high wind. If the Trust can be found guilty, lawyers for the bereaved family may sue it in the civil courts for damages. The cost in litigation alone will be enormous.  

The case has traumatised the National Trust and its park staff nationwide. They are responsible for 6m trees under which millions of human beings wander daily. Should they chop down every old tree, or only some, or close all treed areas to the public? Nobody knows. The case applies to all landowners in the public domain, which under the right to roam could rise to billions of trees.  

When Trust staff are asked what most concerns them, they no longer cite lack of money or visitor numbers or interfering management. They cite the HSE. This body, with its terrorising inspectors, its box-ticking approach to safety, and its agents enforcing its edicts to the letter, is feared and loathed with equal passion.  

The HSE naturally objects to being seen as the stormtrooper of "health and safety fascism". It constantly points out that 212 people die each year in industrial accidents (against 2,300 outside its remit on the roads). Its mantra is that any death is one too many, that nothing can be too safe. Any risk is a threat. The HSE is the Guantanamo Bay of defensive administration.  

The litany of activities on which the HSE has declared war is familiar. The latest victory, against Cathedral Camps for volunteers repairing churches, reflects the HSE's long campaign against old buildings. Its ban on ladders, used since the middle ages to repair roofs and steeples, must have quintupled the cost of maintenance. I have visited towers closed, spiral stairs bricked up, ponds drained, walls banned and ruins barred in the name of the HSE. This month its agents stopped our local Guy Fawkes bonfire and firework display, held without harm for decades. No explanation was given, merely that "the minister" had banned it.  

The HSE often shelters behind public outcry over any publicised deaths where "something must be done". Yet there was no outcry over Dunham. This body operates beyond the realm of government and can sue on its own behalf. Its accountability is to a minister, Lord Hunt, who is not even in the House of Commons. Three years ago it took the then commissioner of the Metropolitan police, Lord Stevens, to the Old Bailey following the death of a constable chasing a crook. Its complaint was that he had given the constable "insufficient training" to keep him off a dangerous roof. It lost this ludicrous case, but was unrepentant. It now wants the National Trust as a feather in its cap.  

Defying the HSE is near impossible because behind every case is an ambulance-chasing lawyer ready to pounce. Disobeying the HSE is prima facie " negligence", and will be treated by the ever- indulgent courts as such. This encourages the no-win, no-fee firms that advertise widely on radio and television. No one - not the HSE, the lawyers or the safety suppliers - has an interest in reducing this nonsense. Health and safety is an industry.  

Occasional bleats of protest are heard. One impotent old-timer, Tony Blair, remarked earlier this year that "in my view, we are in danger of having a wholly disproportionate attitude to the risks we should expect to run as a normal part of life. This is putting pressure on policy-making, not just in government but in regulatory bodies, local government, public services, private sector." He did nothing about it.  

Last month, something called the Better Regulation Commission produced a report citing lunacy after lunacy imposed by regulators in the fields of transport, housing, health and food, as well as the HSE itself. It even called for a new body to regulate the regulations. Yet, as anyone knows who runs a farm, shop, restaurant, entertainment venue or rental property, safety is no longer a sensible concern for one's staff and customers, but a raging disease of the state.  

Occasionally the HSE protests that it too is human. Like Frankenstein, it howls that the monster it has created has escaped control. Last year its chairman, Bill Callaghan, declared himself "sick and tired of being accused of stopping people doing worthwhile and enjoyable things" (like lighting my bonfire or walking freely on my local jetty?). He said everyone should take a few risks after all and, as he put it, "get a life".  

An HSE document even suggested a rule of thumb, that "an individual risk of death of one in a million per annum for both workers and the public corresponds to a very low level of risk, and should be used as guideline". Why then is Callaghan persecuting the National Trust for a risk that was one in 25m?  

The HSE is like the Child Support Agency, the Criminal Records Bureau and the Rural Payments Agency, a state body whose introverted culture has polluted its own reason. Why should no seats be allowed at open-air concerts? Why should swimming-pool diving boards be banned? Why should people not walk under old trees? Can people never be allowed to make such decisions for themselves?  

This is the product not just of bad government but of too much government, addicted to bossiness, crazed by control, and careless of the misery it brings to good citizens trying to help others. It is mad, and nobody seems able to stop it.  

simon.jenkins@guardian.co.uk  
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SPIES AND terrorists avoid discussing their plans over the phone because they expect to be monitored. Law-abiding citizens tend to care less who knows their business. The fact that there are around 4.2 million closed-circuit television cameras in Britain, for example, is cause more for comfort than alarm in many people. If they are robbed, the cameras might make it more likely the attacker will be identified and punished.  

Likewise, the national DNA database that holds genetic profiles of around 3.5 million people does not cause many sleepless nights to those who aren't on it. To have your DNA on file, you must at some stage have been arrested. You might have been released without charge, but your genetic fingerprint stays in the system, in case it turns up at the scene of some future crime. But if you are innocent, say the police, you have nothing to fear. This is a faulty argument for two reasons.  

First, it assumes that the agencies collecting personal data are without prejudice and never make mistakes. It also assumes that scientific processes are never discredited and that computers never go wrong. A cursory look at every bureaucracy and technological innovation in history shows these assumptions to be false. Just this year, the Criminal Records Bureau admitted to mistakenly labelling more than 2,000 innocent people as convicted criminals.  

Second, it is wrong to suppose that fear of self-incrimination is the only reason people might not want to surrender data about themselves to strangers. The information that is held on us in computer banks across the country is useful for much more than crime detection. DNA fingerprints which reveal susceptibility to illnesses; bank details; shopping habits as recorded on loyalty cards; car journeys captured on CCTV - these are useful resources for businesses that want to customise their sales pitches and crooks who want to impersonate us. They can be swapped between government agencies or sold to private companies without our consent. Data is a valuable commodity. It should be ours to give away to those we trust, not the state's to requisition when it sees fit.  

Last week, Richard Thomas, the Information Commissioner, reported that Britain had become a 'surveillance society'. Thomas, the independent official responsible for data protection, warned that our privacy is being subordinated to the interests of law enforcement agencies and businesses.  

It is not healthy for democracy when people have no control over, or even any awareness of, who is monitoring the patterns of their daily lives for political and commercial ends.  

In a series of articles by columnist Henry Porter, The Observer has campaigned against this erosion of our civil liberties. We oppose plans for ID cards and a national ID database. The government has a record of botching large IT schemes that instils no confidence in its ability to run securely a vast electronic vault containing precious material that is rightfully the property of free citizens.  

Meanwhile, the police DNA database demonstrates how people, once they are reduced to digital entries in a Home Office computer, forfeit the right to be presumed innocent. It is a safe assumption that refusing to carry an ID card will one day be seen by the state as confession to criminal intent.  

The Liberal Democrats have always rejected ID cards. Under David Cameron, the Conservatives have swung firmly against them. Labour will be quick to weave this into its strategy of branding the opposition as 'soft on crime'. The Tories should not be deterred from attacking the scheme. Meanwhile, MPs have never discussed the legality of police retaining DNA data of people released without charge. That debate is overdue.  

It is a natural tendency of government to gather as much control over citizens as it can. It should be a natural instinct of Parliament to check that process.  

Crime database 'is six months behind'  
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Investigations are being hampered by computer delays -and Scotland Yard is the worst offender. Stewart Tendler reports  

CRIMINAL investigations and job vetting procedures are being hampered because police are taking up to six months to record convictions and acquittals on the Police National Computer (PNC), the national crime database. The target for the 43 forces in England and Wales is ten days.  

Two years after the Bichard report urged police to improve computer files as a result of the Soham murders, Scotland Yard is still taking so long that the delay is skewing national performance times.  

The PNC network is a vital tool for officers checking suspects during investigations or after someone has been stopped by patrols. It is also used by the Criminal Records Bureau, Special Branch and MI5 to vet individuals applying for sensitive posts in schools, dealing with the vulnerable or working in government departments or for the Royal Family.  

At one point this summer the situation at Scotland Yard was so bad that it took 185 days to input 75 per cent of court results. The Metropolitan Police performance has been so poor, despite extra staff, that government inspectors wrote: "If the Metropolitan Police performance is removed from the national average it improves from 39 days to 17."  

A new baseline assessment of the force for 2005-06 issued by Home Office inspectors of constabulary gives warning to Sir Ian Blair, the Commissioner of the Metropolitan Police, that Scotland Yard has "an ongoing and unacceptable performance...below the required standard".  

There have been repeated warnings to all forces to improve their performance and many are still struggling, but the London force has a key role because the Metropolitan Police deals with a fifth of the recorded crime across England and Wales.  

National standards agreed between the PNC staff, chief constables and the Home Office include a requirement that 90 per cent of all arrests or summonses should be keyed into the PNC within 24 hours.  

Concerns about Scotland Yard's performance were registered in January 2005 in a report on performance using data from the unit that oversees the PNC.  

This showed that at one point in 2004 the force took 250 days to get 90 per cent of court results on to the computer. By January last year it was 90 days but the overall performance was considered "poor".  

In March it was still taking 181 days to record incidents, the worst result of any force.  

Scotland Yard increased the 132 staff in the unit that records the results to almost 160, and more are on the way. But an internal report in September showed that 75 per cent of July results were taking 185 days to resgister and August results were taking 129.  

Scotland Yard officers admit that they are struggling but lay part of the blame on an incomplete IT system within the London courts. Half the courts use a computerised system called Porteus to register results with the Metropolitan Police's PNC unit. The other half alert police manually.  

Officers say that records of arrests or summonses should sound a warning bell to police making checks and they can follow up references to an arrest by phone. They also say the Home Office accepts that police are doing work which should be done by the courts.  

Steve House, the assistant commissioner overseeing Scotland Yard's PNC work, said yesterday that force figures on logging arrests were above the national average at 81 per cent in 24 hours but he admitted: "We recognise the problem. We don't think it is acceptable."  

(c) Times Newspapers Ltd, 2006   
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TV presenter Johnny Ball is fighting the government's plan for more stringent vetting of people who work with children. Our attitude to youngsters is becoming unhealthy and absurd, he tells Sian Griffiths.  

Children's television presenter Johnny Ball is getting agitated, waving his hands excitedly and squirming in his chair. I've just asked him whether, if Woody, his daughter Zoe's five-year-old son, fell over in the playground, his grandad would want a teacher to give him a cuddle.  

"Yes, I would expect a teacher to look after Woody if he fell down. I would expect a teacher to feel -he or she, one of Woody's teachers was male -they could. He has been to nursery school for years. I am sure they have had times they have had to console or cuddle him." says Ball.  

The veteran entertainer, who has two sons in addition to his celebrity daughter, usually shuns controversy. But now he has come out fighting against the government's plans to force anyone who wants to work with children to undergo a criminal check.  

He's aghast, too, at the prevailing climate of opinion that touching children is something that should be avoided by those who work with them. "It is like George Orwell's 1984," says Ball. "A quarter of adults will have to be checked. We all brush up against children. The fear we are instilling in them is abhorrent. It really is," he splutters.  

It's nearly 30 years since his children's maths television programme Think of a Number. His career has been partly built on his gift for enthusing children about maths and science. Ball, a former Butlins redcoat, uses touchy-feely tricks such as getting them to try to pick him up with their fingers, or to push against him with rigid arms to demonstrate the stages of matter.  

But now he believes the atmosphere around children is becoming toxic. If the Safguarding Vulnerable Groups Bill, currently going through parliament, is passed it will introduce a far more stringent vetting system for anyone wanting to work with children. All teachers and some others, such as hospital staff, who work with children already have to be vetted but the new proposal means thousands more people will need to be checked for criminal convictions, at a cost of Pounds 36 a time. Their names will be placed on an online register and if they change jobs they will have to pay again to be vetted anew. Employers who let unvetted staff work with children will face a Pounds 5,000 fine.  

The move follows the murders of the Soham schoolgirls Holly Wells and Jessica Chapman by caretaker Ian Huntley four years ago and is aimed at trying to stop paedophiles getting access to children. As Esther Rantzen pointed out last week in this newspaper, "unscrupulous and cunning" abusers have "taken jobs as school bus drivers, sports coaches and youth club leaders to gain access to children". If just one murder is prevented by the bill -won't it be worthwhile?  

Ball, like other critics of the proposal, believes it is taking a sledgehammer to crack a nut. He argues it will fail to stop child abuse and is full of stories about the many decent, loving parents and children who will be caught in its red tape.  

"Some of the stories about checking are already quite ridiculous," he says. "There was the deputy head who got a new headship. He arrived at his new school, and because he didn't have his CRB (Criminal Records Bureau) clearance he couldn't go in and have contact with the kids. He had to stay away from them for two weeks until the clearance came through."  

Then there's the father who was stopped from leading the walking bus to his son's primary school because he hadn't been cleared. "He couldn't walk with his own child and shepherd them to school," says Ball.  

Parents wanting to go on a school trip with their child's class, teenagers volunteering to help youngsters with their reading, babysitters, fathers runing football teams -all will be subject to continuous criminal checking under the new law.  

Ball himself adopts a commonsense approach. When a child cut herself at a science day he was taking part in at Imperial College London, he remembers "teachers were beside themselves with worry regarding the implications, with no thought to the child. I said, 'I take full responsibility,' which received cries of 'Thank goodness, but are you sure we are in the clear?' I took the girl, aged 13, into the ladies' loo, having sent her friend ahead first to check it was empty. We washed the cut and stuck a plaster on."  

Would he do the same now? He smiles and says: "Kids revelled in these projects. I used to explain the laws of probability with two children's cap guns. I no longer do that. You can no longer give a child a toy gun to explain the laws of probability."  

Ball says he has never been vetted and doesn't intend to be. He still does dozens of workshops with children and says it would "break my heart if I couldn't carry on". "I am not vetted at the moment. Twice I have been asked and I say my reputation is there for all to see. When I come to a school I am just like any casual employee that must be beholden to the common law so why does anyone need anything else? Why would you need the surety of a third party? I will go ahead on that basis."  

The worst thing, he says, is that the bill won't stop paedophiles. "Had these changes in the law been in place at the time they would not have stopped the Soham murders. Our existing laws were adequate to stop the Soham murders. Since Cain slew Abel, murder is in the human psyche. This is pointless and irrational."  

(C) Times Newspapers Ltd, 2006   
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Up until now the best ally of governments and big corporations who wish to place every individual under total and unwavering surveillance has always been ignorance. People have simply failed to grasp the threat posed by individual surveillance systems and the way a range of technologies can reach out to each other almost of their own accord to create new pathways of exchange.  

But with the publication of three important reports this week - one in this newspaper about the NHS database - there can be no excuse for saying "I have done nothing wrong so I have nothing to fear". Surveillance and its potential for diminishing the human experience and robbing individuals of political power is one of the most pressing issues of our time. We stand on the boundary between two societies - one where freedom and privacy are the norm; the other in which our movements, habits and transactions are monitored for signs of aberrant behaviour. Let there be no misunderstanding: the surveillance society is one that necessarily reduces us all from citizens to subjects.  

Of the three reports, the information commissioner Richard Thomas's is by far the most comprehensive. "It is pointless to talk about surveillance society in the future tense," says the introduction. "It is not just that CCTV may capture our image several hundred times a day or that checkout clerks want to see our loyalty cards in the supermarket. It is that these systems represent a basic, complex infrastructure which assumes that gathering and processing personal data is vital to contemporary living."  

The sciences of biometrics, intelligent photography and data processing have all come together at great speed and now have a kind of momentum of their own. The refinements of information handling mean that every habit can be targeted and analysed, that the simplest actions may be pored over by distant authorities and corporations without us ever being aware. This is the modern world, we tell ourselves, and we must move with the times. The principles and values that we once regarded as certainties of a free society are swept aside with minimal consideration.  

If there was ever a case for calling a halt it is the mass collection of DNA by the police. Since the introduction of the Serious Organised Crime and Police Act, anyone can be arrested on suspicion of committing the slightest offence. Police will then remove a DNA sample, which stays on a database, regardless of whether the person is charged or not. Tens of thousands of innocent people's DNA is retained as standard procedure.  

By next April there will be some 3 million profiles on the police database, a fifth of which happen to belong to people of African-Caribbean origin. According to the report by the Nuffield Bioethics Committee, the database is increasing by 40,000 samples every month. The chairman of the committee, Sir Bob Hepple, says with astonishment that I share: "We didn't have any legislation to establish the DNA database and it has not been debated in parliament."  

Quite apart from blurring the important distinction between those who have and those who have not committed a crime in the eyes of the law, the police DNA database represents a future menace. Genetic science is at an early stage and there is no way we can predict who will one day use this database and what conclusions future scientists will be able to draw from these profiles.  

Once a database like this is established, the authority concerned tends to regard the information as being in its ownership, to be exchanged without reference to the subjects. As the Liberal Democrats recently revealed, the government has passed more than 500 samples of DNA to foreign agencies. When it was asked which countries now possessed these samples, no one seemed to know.  

A more important example of this arrogance was revealed in a Guardian report by David Leigh and Rob Evans, concerning the NHS database. That millions of patients records are to be uploaded, regardless of individual wishes, and made available to security services, is an outrage. It constitutes the most severe case of mass invasion of privacy in western Europe since the days of the Stasi. And yet it almost went unnoticed. No action taken by this government could more effectively underline the warnings in the information commissioner's report, nor the dangers represented by the National Identity Register.  

What is both fascinating and horrify ing is the complete absence of parliamentary scrutiny in these matters. The police DNA database wasn't debated in parliament and nor was the introduction of a network of automatic number- recognition cameras which now watch every motorway and town centre, retrieving information from billions of journeys which is retained for two years.  

While this government has been exceptionally deft in avoiding serious public debate on the issues of surveillance, the Conservatives have failed to find the principled outrage with which to challenge such actions as making every adult's personal health record available to the police and the security services. Undoubtedly the Conservatives have been mesmerised by the need to appear on the side of law and order, but this doesn't quite explain their failure to stand against the tide of authoritarian measures.  

Parliament has not only been sidelined by a presidential prime minister who believes that there should be a national database containing everyone's DNA, and who regards the ID card as a symbol of modernity rather than state intrusion, but MPs have absented themselves from the debate because they do not always understand the power and reach of the technology.  

After the Criminal Records Bureau managed to describe some 2,000 people wrongly as having convictions, you would think that MPs might consider the wider implications of such mistakes. With privacy laws being watered down to allow 400,000 civil servants access to the ID-card National Identity Register and 250,000 civil servants to poke around in our health records, it might occur to MPs to look at the security issues surrounding government databases. But no. On these matters, there is silence in Westminster.  

Richard Thomas is right to call for a national debate before things go too far, but where is that debate going to crystallise into policy that protects us and future generations, if not in parliament?  

Henry Porter is the London editor of Vanity Fair porter@bluehome.demon.co.uk  
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Women's rights groups fear that legal landmark will discourage victims from coming forward, David Brown reports  

A LABOUR peer yesterday named a "serial and repeated liar" whose false allegations resulted in an innocent man being jailed for a sex attack.  

Lord Campbell-Savours used parliamentary privilege to name the woman during a debate in the House of Lords on rape legislation. He suggested that women who make false allegations of rape should be named and prosecuted for perjury.  

It is believed to be the first time that the identity of a woman who claims that she has been the victim of a sexual offence has been revealed in Parliament.  

Women's rights groups said that they feared that the naming of the woman would further deter rape victims from reporting their ordeal.  

It is a criminal offence to name anyone who complains to police that they have been the victim of a sexual offence, even if the alleged attacker is found not guilty in court. But Lord Campbell-Savours is protected from legal action for comments made in the House of Lords.  

Speaking in the Lords he said: "Is not the inevitable consequence of the workings of the law as currently framed that we will carry on imprisoning innocent people such as Warren Blackwell, who was falsely accused by a serial and repeated liar, (the woman's name), who has a history of making false accusations and having multiple identities?  

"As a result of her accusations, he spent three and a half years in prison following a shabby and inadequate police investigation and was exonerated only when the Criminal Cases Review Commission inquiry cleared him and traced her history.  

"Should not mature accusers who perjure themselves in rape trials be named and prosecuted for perjury?"  

The official record of the Houses of Parliament, Hansard, included the woman's name in its report because it believed it was covered by parliamentary privilege.  

However, the Press Association later removed the woman's identity from its report of the debate after seeking legal advice, which said that she was entitled, by statute, to lifelong anonymity.  

Lord Cambell-Savours said last night that he was unable to comment further on the issue because he would not be covered by privilege outside Parliament.  

Mr Blackwell, 36, from Daventry, Northamptonshire, spent more than three years in jail for a sex attack before his conviction was quashed by the Court of Appeal last month after fresh evidence suggested that his alleged victim was a liar.  

The Criminal Cases Review Commission, which investigates possible miscarriages of justice, discovered that the alleged victim had made similar accusations. The Court of Appeal ruled that Mr Blackwell's conviction was unsafe in the light of the new evidence that the complainant had made "strikingly similar allegations" about other sex attacks, had an ability to lie and a possible propensity to self-harm.  

Lord Campbell-Savours' comments came after intense debate about the right to anonymity for victims of sexual offenders and those accused but not convicted.  

Anonymity is granted automatically to the accuser in rape cases, under the Sexual Offences Act 1976. The woman who accused Mr Blackwell can be identified only when she waives her right to anonymity or is convicted of attempting to pervert the cause of justice, proving that the sexual assault never took place.  

Baroness Scotland of Asthal, the Home Office Minister, told the Lords: "It is not inevitable that people will be falsely accused. One of the tragedies in relation to rape allegations is that very few of those who suffer this most dreadful crime have the courage to come forward at all."  

Ruth Hall, of Women Against Rape, said: "Women are being targeted by the criminal justice system for bringing allegations of rape. It is a new development that we have seen over the past few weeks.  

"There have been a number of women prosecuted for perverting the course of justice or having something added to their Criminal Records Bureau records because they have made allegations of rape.  

"The system is institutionally sexist. We don't believe that any assumption can be made that a woman has not been telling a truth."  

At present 5.6 per cent of rape cases result in a conviction. The Government and lawyers fear that any attempt to remove anonymity would reduce significantly the number of women coming forward and prepared to go to court.  

(c) Times Newspapers Ltd, 2006   
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Thousands of Rotary Club members were recently told to get criminal records checks because their volunteering brought them into contact with children. Many are parents and grandparents who have been working in their communities for years, yet none was exempt from blanket new rules.   

Those who must now queue up for state clearance include school governors, parent helpers on school trips, grandmothers helping out at playgroups, and 16-year-old lifeguards. If somebody has three different roles - say, a football coach, school governor and youth worker - they need three different checks. Sometimes they need multiple checks for one job, to satisfy the bookkeeping requirements of different organisations.   

This mad bureaucracy is about to get madder, with a new law passed last Monday that will make it a crime for unchecked adults to work or volunteer with children, punishable by a fine of up to pounds 5,000. The Safeguarding Vulnerable Groups Bill was introduced in the wake of the Soham murders, but these procedures will be easily evaded by those few individuals who are a danger to children, yet it will impede the millions of decent adults trying to help.   

Criminal Records Bureau (CRB) checks undermine hard-earned relations of trust. Two Shropshire women who have volunteered with the Guides for 30 years were recently asked to get criminal records checks. The fact that these women are trusted and liked by parents and children in their area is disregarded. Yet surely the judgement of those who know them counts for more than a tick of approval from a faceless bureaucracy.   

These burdensome procedures are putting people off volunteering. The Guides and Scouts have waiting lists totalling 80,000, and schools are struggling to find helpers for fêtes, sports days and trips. I know some who have resigned rather than be checked: a chairman of a canoe club, a volunteer grandmother of four, the secretary of an arthritis support group. A community bus driver tells me that he will leave his job rather than comply with this new law.   

One Scottish local authority cancelled all foreign exchange trips for schools, because French and German families couldn't be checked. Playing with two-year-olds now requires a higher level of security clearance than selling explosives or firearms.   

Early drafts of these new laws suggested that CRB-checked adults would be given a special licence. That is effectively what checks have already become: a "safe adult'' card, to be presented before you can go anywhere near a child. Once you are cleared, there are then 100-page child protection booklets to read for guidelines on appropriate behaviour.   

How did relating to children become such an artificial business? Adults have long worked together to raise and care for youngsters, relying only on their common sense and good will. Now, adults become social inadequates, unsure about how to behave. Men are afraid to smile at children on the train or to help a lost child in a supermarket, and some teachers are scared to put a plaster on a child's leg or comfort them if they are upset.   

These new laws come in under the banner of child protection but they can only cause harm. Child protection depends on the majority of adults looking out for children and being sensitive to their needs. CRB checks are expensive and ineffective: the money spent on checking mothers and grandmothers would be better spent on pursuing the individuals who actually could be a danger.   

It is time that we relied more on our own judgements, and halted this poisoning of relationships between the generations.   

Josie Appleton is convenor of the Manifesto Club, and organiser of an online petition against the expansion of vetting (  www.manifestoclub.com  ).   
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Sir, Having retired from full-time teaching this summer, I made inquiries about temporary teaching appointments. For each of the two special schools I visited, with a view to going on their supply list, I had to fill in a Criminal Records Bureau (CRB) form. The agencies also required I be vetted, in spite of my having just ended a 20-year teaching career.  

I have since had a letter from one of the special schools explaining that it is not in my interest or theirs to be retained on their list, because of the need to fill in a CRB form between every break in service. Even for my previous school, I have had to fill in the dreaded form once again (together with an application form, medical form, ethnicity declaration -all for a job in an establishment I left only three months ago).  

Not only is this bureaucracy gone mad, but there is a cost each time an employee is vetted. Once again we are witnessing a kneejerk response to horrifying -yet statistically rare -events, resulting in sweeping legislation that swamps all it touches.  

SUE DEANS Weymouth, Dorset  

(c) Times Newspapers Ltd, 2006   
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THE Government advises couples not to identify publicly a child whom they wish to adopt until they have completed the procedure, which requires the same strict assesment as domestic adoptions and can take up to a year.  

According to Department for Education and Skills rules, any prospective parents must attend a three-day course run by the local authority or adoption agency. They must also attend up to ten interviews with social workers from the local authority or adoption agency each lasting up to four hours over a period of months.  

The relationship between the parents themselves is assessed and an evaluation made of the development of any other children. Employment records, household finances and standard of living are also examined and there are health and Criminal Records Bureau checks.  

Once a special adoption panel has approved their application, it is referred to the Department for Education and Skills, whose casework teams ensure that all documentation is correct and that both British legislative procedure and the foreign country's requirements have been met. Once satisfied, a Certificate of Eligibility and Suitability to Adopt is issued.  

(c) Times Newspapers Ltd, 2006   
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Sir, We believe that the Safeguarding Vulnerable Groups Bill is a misguided response to a small number of tragic, but fortunately rare, incidents involving the abuse of children. The Bill will mean that up to a third of the adult working population -those who come into contact with children through their work or volunteering -will be subject to continuous criminal-records vetting. This could include babysitters and private tutors, as well as those who merely have access to information about children. The massive expansion of vetting is driven by suspicion and paranoia. The Criminal Records Bureau has already carried out ten million checks since 2002, and it is now common practice to vet anybody from 16-year-olds teaching younger kids to read, to parents helping out in school, to the visitors to foster carers' homes.   

Such child protection procedures do little to protect children from the small number of individuals who would do them harm. Instead, they damage adult-child relations and undermine the capacity of adults to contribute to children's welfare. Vetting calls into question the informal ways adults in a community collaborate in rearing children: from the local enthusiast running a football team, to the volunteer who helps out at school. Adults become more concerned with covering their backs than passing on their insights to the next generation.   

Children become a "no-go" area: local sports teams and youth groups are struggling to find volunteers; some teachers are scared to put a plaster on a child's knee; and there are worrying cases of adults passing by injured or endangered children.   

We call for a more rational approach to adult-child interactions.   

JOSIE APPLETON, co-ordinator of the Manifesto Club and author of The Case against Vetting; JOHNNY BALL, children's television presenter and mathematician; FAY WELDON, author; EILEEN MUNRO, Reader in Social Policy, London School of Economics; HEATHER PIPER, educational researcher, Manchester Metropolitan University; ED STRAW, former chairman of Relate; PROFESSOR SIMON WESSELY, Institute of Psychiatry, King's College London; PROFESSOR BILL JORDAN, School of Applied Psychosocial Studies, University of Plymouth; JOHN FITZPATRICK, lawyer and academic; DR BRIAN SHELDON, Emeritus Professor of Applied Social Research, University of Exeter; FRANK FUREDI, Professor of Sociology, University of Kent; JIM CAMPBELL, Lord Mayor of Oxford; STUART WAITON, director, Generation Youth Issues; PETER WILD, head of Behaviour Support Service, Birmingham; ROBERT HANN, coach, Sligo Olympic Handball Association; DAVID GREEN, director, Civitas; CLAIRE FOX, director, Institute of Ideas; MARY KENNY, writer and journalist; KATE COPSTICK, former Playschool presenter; JUDITH GILLESPIE, Scottish Parent Teacher Council; PROFESSOR RAYMOND TALLIS, physician and writer; COUNCILLOR RUSSELL EAGLING, London Borough of Camden; BARB JUNGR, singer; BILL DURODIE, Senior Lecturer in Risk and Security, Cranfield University; CHRIS WOODHEAD, former Chief Inspector of Schools.   

(c) Times Newspapers Ltd, 2006    
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It is no surprise that the Criminal Records Bureau is so overloaded with work that thousands of people working in schools have not been checked, as you report. If you have been cleared, for example, as a school teacher and then want to be a cricket coach, you have to be checked again, and then if you want to be a hockey coach you have to be checked yet again, and so on ad infinitum.  

This is another example of bureaucracy gone mad and is presumably one of the anomalies that will be changed by the new Safeguarding Vulnerable Groups Bill which will become law in 2008. But do we have to continue with this muddle until then?  

Chris Watson  

Woodbridge, Suffolk  
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Further to your report about the backlog of people being checked by the Criminal Records Bureau (News, September 17), I submitted 48 applications to the bureau in January for a team of building surveyors working on contracts with local authorities. A few were returned in April, and to date I have received 40, leaving eight outstanding nine months on.  

Some were the subject of the most pedantic queries. One applicant moved to his current address in 1969, when he was aged three. The bureau insisted that it needed to know the exact month that he moved. Another did not change her surname when she married and the bureau was totally unable to understand this. It told her that if she had not changed her surname she must still be "Miss'', or alternatively she must title herself "Ms''.  

A man who had failed to tick the "male'' box but had the forenames Anthony James Steven, had his application returned with a letter saying the CRB was "unsure of the sex of the applicant''.  

Is it any wonder that staff start work before the CRB check, if it is all so painfully poor and slow?  

John Easey  

Waterlooville, Hampshire  

The cycle of cover-ups and failure that costs us millions;Commentary   

Tony Collins   

449 words

Publication date: 19 September 2006

Source: The Times

Page: 4

(c) 2006 Times Newspapers Limited. All rights reserved   

WHENEVER a costly government computer scheme fails the public, as has happened with projects to support the work of the NHS and the Child Support Agency, people ask: "Why is it happening again?"   

Taxpayers could indeed be forgiven for thinking that Whitehall has a team of serial incompetents whose special interest is mismanaging the implementation of any new legislation that relies on costly, unproven technology. At the Criminal Records Bureau, for example, the planning for new technology was so inadequate that it was assumed most people would apply over the phone for clearance to work with children and old people.   

In fact 80 per cent of applications for background checks were on paper, but the computer screens had not been designed for the keying in of paper forms. One result was a backlog of applications so great that at one point some applicants were employed to work with vulnerable people before it was known whether they had a criminal history, and had to be closely supervised.   

So why do projects fail regularly to meet expectations? Each project runs into trouble for complex and sometimes unique reasons, but when projects are looked at over decades, it is possible to see some common factors emerging, particularly a lack of accountability and transparency.   

Last year a senior civil servant, a chief communications officer, put his finger on one of the main causes of ITrelated failures in government: nobody tells it like it is.   

This may be at the heart of the difficulties faced by the Government when it tries to introduce hugely ambitious schemes such as the NHS's National Programme for IT and the technology that supports ID cards: government is set up to publicise its successes and to suppress its failures.   

The National Audit Office, the public spending watchdog, publishes reports on some ITrelated projects and civil servants are questioned later on the NAO's report by the Public Accounts Committee. Invariably the civil servants tell MPs that the lessons have been learnt.   

But those who give the assurances move on and are replaced by others who embark on projects that repeat the mistakes of the past and the cycle of failure begins anew.   

It is difficult to break this cycle unless the Government and Whitehall allow better scrutiny of computer projects by Parliament and the IT industry in general.   

Then, flawed schemes are more likely to be seen for what they are and be substantially revised or cancelled before they have become disasters that waste tens of millions of pounds.   

* Tony Collins is executive editor of Computer Weekly   

(c) Times Newspapers Ltd, 2006    
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THOUSANDS OF people working with children in schools across the country have not undergone criminal record checks, an investigation by The Sunday Telegraph has revealed.  

Employees who have not been vetted include full-time and supply teachers, caretakers, bus drivers and road crossing staff.  

More than half of the 35 education authorities who responded to a survey carried out by this newspaper admitted that staff uncleared by the Criminal Records Bureau (CRB) were still being employed in schools. In eight education authority areas which provided detailed figures, more than 7,000 unvetted staff were working with children.  

The revelations will reignite the debate about the safety of children in schools and the possibility that sex offenders may have slipped through the net.  

Earlier this year, Ruth Kelly, then the education secretary, came under fierce pressure when it emerged that 88 sex offenders had not been banned from working in schools. In response, she announced that, within the new Safeguarding Vulnerable Groups Bill, a single vetting list for all people working with children would be created.  

Despite that, Ofsted inspectors reported in June that they had uncovered continuing chaos in the vetting system. The damning report prompted Alan Johnson, the Education Secretary, to announce moves to legally require schools to obtain confirmation that CRB checks had been made before employees were allowed to work in schools.  

However, the Government last week admitted that the bill, which has yet to be passed by the House of Lords, will not become law before 2008.  

The Sunday Telegraph investigation found that:  

Middlesbrough borough council does not know whether 1,400 supply teachers, 450 school governors, four assistant head teachers, two caretakers and one SureStart manager underwent the necessary CRB checks.  

In Leeds, 1,900 staff are working in schools without checks, the equivalent of 13 per cent of the workforce.  

All 370 lollipop men and women employed by Birmingham city council have yet to be checked.  

Medway council in Kent admits that 1,000 staff in schools have not been subject to criminal record checks.  

In Camden, north London, 300 staff working in schools have not undergone criminal record checks.  

Each of the 150 education authorities in England were asked to provide details of the checks they were carrying out on staff working with children. Thirty-five replied. Worryingly, most of those that did not answer said they did not keep any record of who had been checked by the CRB.  

Of the respondents, 18 revealed that there were people working in schools who had not undergone CRB checks. Many of the unvetted staff will have been in their jobs for years, before the establishment of the CRB in 2002.  

The risks of unchecked staff were illustrated last week when William Charles, 45, a convicted sex offender, was jailed for three years for breaching a Sexual Offences Order. Despite having sexual convictions dating back 27 years, Charles managed to secure a job as a bus driver for a club in Liverpool which ran after-school outings.  

Two years ago, Sir Michael Bichard, who chaired the inquiry into how Ian Huntley, the Soham double murderer, was able to secure a job as a school caretaker despite being accused of rape on four occasions, recommended that everyone "working with children'' should be subjected to a check by the CRB.  

The Government accepted each of Sir Michael's 31 recommendations yet was forced to admit three months ago that 10 had still not been implemented.  

Responding to this newspaper's findings, David Willetts, the shadow education secretary, said: "This shows just how misplaced Labour's reassurances are, and how shambolic the whole system is. This is another symptom of a crumbling government.''  

A spokesman for the National Union of Teachers said: "The recommendations of the Bichard inquiry should have been implemented immediately. The delay is putting children at risk.''  

A spokesman for the Department for Education and Skills said: "The decision to allow someone to start work while checks are being completed remains the employer's. This Government has brought forward changes to ensure we have the toughest vetting and barring system ever.''  

Eight-week delay in criminal checks   

74 words

Publication date: 1 August 2006

Source: The Daily Telegraph

Page: 8

(c) 2006 Telegraph Group Limited, London   

Firms are having to wait eight weeks or more for criminal records reports, the Federation of Small Businesses says. It has called on the Government to increase the Criminal Records Bureau's budget to ensure that response times are improved.   

The CRB provides checks on potential new recruits for employers in sensitive areas, such as nurseries and care homes. It charges pounds 30 per check.   

Call to improve records bureau - NEWS DIGEST.  

By ANDREW TAYLOR   
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The Federation of Small Businesses has called on ministers to increase the resources at the Criminal Records Bureau and put pressure on the body to improve its performance.   

Andrew Taylor   
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Capita still has the power to please investors. Yesterday's interims revealed an express train of a business thundering down the rails with the prospect of miles of empty, dead straight track still ahead of it.   

Sales, operating profits and the first-half dividend were lifted, respectively, by 23 per cent, 27 per cent and 29 per cent -not a bad pace for a locomotive now weighing in at Pounds 3 billion.   

Capita is a past master at persuading government departments and private sector enterprises to outsource to it back- office functions of all sorts. The company gets a bad press. There have been fiascos such as the delays over checking teachers for criminal records at the Criminal Records Bureau or the fraud-hit plan for Individual Learning Accounts.   

But Capita wouldn't keep winning contracts if it wasn't, on the whole, delivering good service at less than the cost to its clients of doing things in-house. In the first seven months of this year it has clinched Pounds 806 million of major contracts, from taking over part of the BBC's personnel department to running a call centre fielding technical queries for Dixons.   

The pipeline of potential new business, where it has already been shortlisted as a candidate, stands at Pounds 2.8 billion. Capita has also proved itself adept at retaining contracts when they come up for renewal.   

The beauty of the business model is that the contracts are long term, running for as long as 25 years and averaging eight years. Shareholders can peer years into the future with relative confidence. There are few other companies which at the halfway stage could boldly announce, "the board believes shareholders will be very pleased with the results for the year as a whole".   

Capita is big and has been able to apply scale economies to bring down costs for clients, while pocketing substantial profits for itself. In one niche business - handling life policy customers for the insurance industry -it reckons it has in five years driven down the backoffice cost from Pounds 40 a year per policyholder to about Pounds 12. It now handles administration for 10 million policyholders.   

That scale advantage is hard to challenge. Across all outsourcing areas, Capita claims 26 per cent of the market. Its closest competitor, Liberata, has 10 per cent. The shares, up 44p yesterday to 518.75p, now stand on 23.3 times earnings and yield 1.6 per cent. Pricey, but still worth buying.   

(c) Times Newspapers Ltd, 2006    

Financial: 24% profit increase sends Capita shares climbing to four-year high  

Hans Kundnani  

498 words

Publication date: 21 July 2006

Source: The Guardian

Page: 23

© Copyright 2006.  The Guardian.  All rights reserved.  

Capita, the company that operates London's congestion charge, exceeded expectations with a 24% increase in profits for the first half of the year, sending shares to a four-year high yesterday.  

The rapidly expanding outsourcing group said pre-tax profit for the six months to the end of June was pounds 92.4m, up from pounds 74.5m a year earlier, while sales increased to pounds 845m. It said it anticipated delivering strong growth for the rest of the year and into 2007 as demand for support services continued to grow.  

Capita has been one of the main private sector beneficiaries of the Labour government's modernisation of public services. It has won a series of lucrative contracts, including pounds 500m to collect the TV licence, pounds 400m to manage computer systems for the Criminal Records Bureau and pounds 280m to run the London congestion charge. More than half of its business is with the public sector.  

In March, Capita chairman Rod Aldridge, a life-long Labour supporter, announced he was quitting after being criticised over a pounds 1m loan he made to the party last October. Mr Aldridge, who started Capita in 1984, owns just under 16m shares in the company, or 2 .6%. He has been non-executive chairman since March, but will stand down at the end of this month to work for V, a charity set up by Gordon Brown to encourage youth volunteering. He will be replaced by Eric Walters, a board member.  

Presenting its results for the last time, Mr Aldridge said yesterday that Capita had made "considerable progress" in the first six months of the year and he expected strong growth in 2007. Capita, which employs 26,000 people and provides a range of support services including information technology, finance and administration, said it had received pounds 806m in new contracts and renewals in the first seven months of 2006, compared with pounds 240m the previous year.  

In February the group struck a controversial pounds 132m deal with the BBC to take over some of its human resources functions, which Mr Aldridge said he believed would be a significant growth area for outsourcing in the future. Unions threatened industrial action in response to the contract, which involved 260 jobs.  

Capita said it is shortlisted for 21 further contracts worth a total of pounds 2.8bn. Capita chief executive Paul Pindar estimated the market for public and private sector outsourcing in Britain to be worth about pounds 95bn, with less than pounds 5bn spent so far.  

Capita said it would pay an interim dividend of 2.7p per share, up from 2.1p the year before. Mr Aldridge will receive about pounds 432,000 in dividends.  

Analysts at Citigroup described the results as "excellent" and raised their price target from 500p to 550p per share. Shares closed up by 9% at 518.75p yesterday.  

Public sector needs more than Private Eye jokes Why Capita deserves a nicer nickname LOMBARD - DAN ROBERTS.  

By DAN ROBERTS  
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Ask many businessmen to name the single biggest weakness in the British economy and the answer is often simply: the government. It is not just the standard old stuff about red tape and tax that gets them worked up, but increasingly the far deeper issue of public sector productivity.  

While private sector boardrooms are under pressure to do more with less, many government departments are giving a masterclass in how to do less with more.  

Given that some parts of the country rely almost entirely on the public sector for economic growth, the problem is too large for anyone to ignore.  

It is a shame therefore that efforts to bring private sector management skills into the public sector are frequently treated with such cynicism. Some individuals - Sir David Varney springs to mind - stand a real chance of making a difference. The bigger opportunity comes from outsourcing whole departments.  

Capita, better known to readers of Private Eye as Crapita, has had its reputation as the market leader in this field sullied by some ill-fated projects such as the Criminal Records Bureau and some ill-advised management decisions such as its former chairman's personal loan to the Labour party.  

But the City is finally beginning to recognise the longer-term potential. Strong results yesterday sent its shares leaping 10 per cent to a four-year high as demand for its services increases.  

Despite its reputation as a New Labour patsy, Capita is a child of Margaret Thatcher as much as Tony Blair and should thrive under any future government needing to balance the books and deliver modernisation.  

Increasingly, it is also riding the wave of business process outsourcing sweeping through the private sector, particularly in financial services. Here, the potential for bad headlines is reduced but Capita has to compete against world-class technology companies to survive. For all our sakes, let us hope it keeps it up.  

24% profit increase sends Capita shares climbing to four-year high  

Hans Kundnani  
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Capita, the company that operates London's congestion charge, exceeded expectations with a 24% increase in profits for the first half of the year, sending shares to a four-year high yesterday.  

The rapidly expanding outsourcing group said pre-tax profit for the six months to the end of June was pounds 92.4m, up from pounds 74.5m a year earlier, while sales increased to pounds 845m. It said it anticipated delivering strong growth for the rest of the year and into 2007 as demand for support services continued to grow.  

Capita has been one of the main private sector beneficiaries of the Labour government's modernisation of public services. It has won a series of lucrative contracts, including pounds 500m to collect the TV licence, pounds 400m to manage computer systems for the Criminal Records Bureau and pounds 280m to run the London congestion charge. More than half of its business is with the public sector.  

In March, Capita chairman Rod Aldridge, a life-long Labour supporter, announced he was quitting after being criticised over a pounds 1m loan he made to the party last October. Mr Aldridge, who started Capita in 1984, owns just under 16m shares in the company, or 2 .6%. He has been non-executive chairman since March, but will stand down at the end of this month to work for V, a charity set up by Gordon Brown to encourage youth volunteering. He will be replaced by Eric Walters, a board member.  

Presenting its results for the last time, Mr Aldridge said yesterday that Capita had made "considerable progress" in the first six months of the year and he expected strong growth in 2007. Capita, which employs 26,000 people and provides a range of support services including information technology, finance and administration, said it had received pounds 806m in new contracts and renewals in the first seven months of 2006, compared with pounds 240m the previous year.  

In February the group struck a controversial pounds 132m deal with the BBC to take over some of its human resources functions, which Mr Aldridge said he believed would be a significant growth area for outsourcing in the future. Unions threatened industrial action in response to the contract, which involved 260 jobs.  

Capita said it is shortlisted for 21 further contracts worth a total of pounds 2.8bn. Capita chief executive Paul Pindar estimated the market for public and private sector outsourcing in Britain to be worth about pounds 95bn, with less than pounds 5bn spent so far.  

Capita said it would pay an interim dividend of 2.7p per share, up from 2.1p the year before. Mr Aldridge will receive about pounds 432,000 in dividends.  

Analysts at Citigroup described the results as "excellent" and raised their price target from 500p to 550p per share. Shares closed up by 9% at 518.75p yesterday.  

The congestion charge is one of Capita's lucrative contracts which helped generate six-month profits of pounds 92m  

Concern for children's groups facing price hike on staff criminal checks  

BY JULIE HENRY Education Correspondent  
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THOUSANDS of schools, playgroups, sports teams and children's charities have been told they must now pay extra for a "middle man'' to carry out criminal record checks on their staff.  

Under new rules, organisations that put through fewer than 100 checks a year are to be deregistered by the Criminal Records Bureau (CRB). Instead, they will be forced to pay "umbrella organisations'', some of which charge up to pounds 60 on top of the pounds 31 fee that schools and community groups pay, to contact the CRB for them.  

The charge will also be imposed for checks on volunteers, currently carried out for nothing.  

One of the "umbrella organisations'' recommended on the CRB website is Capita, the company contracted by the Government to run the Home Office vetting agency. The decision to deregister thousands of organisations comes at a time when the Government insists that it is strengthening procedures to prevent paedophiles working with children, including imposing a legal duty on head teachers to ensure staff are checked. It follows the revelations earlier this year that convicted sex offenders had been given the go-ahead to work in schools by the Department for Education and Skills.  

While the change is unlikely to affect many state schools, which tend to make CRB checks through local authorities, thousands of private schools, playgroups, church groups and other organisations will be deregistered in the next 12 months.  

The Independent Schools Council has warned that the move, which will affect about 900 of its 1,300 members, could put children at risk.  

"It will have a negative impact on the security of the process,'' a spokesman said. "There will be no clear lines of responsibility. Sensitive data will be distributed more widely and the double handling of this data will cause further delays, potentially causing extra risk to the protection of children.''  

Critics fear that the policy change, which coincides with a plan for the CRB to become self-funding, is aimed at cutting administration costs, rather than being driven by any real evidence that the arrangements will better protect children.  

Colin Ashby, the headmaster of Trinity School, in Teignmouth, Devon, and chairman of the Independent Schools Association, which represents 300 schools, said: "This school spent an awful lot of time putting in place the code of practice to become a registered body, only to have it removed. Our direct relationship with the CRB will be lost and the contact blurred by the involvement of a third party.''  

By pursuing the policy change, the CRB has ignored the results of its own consultation. When asked about the ban on small organisations carrying out checks, 65 per cent of respondents objected to the proposal.  

More checks are needed on staff  
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The report by Ofsted, the education standards watchdog, on how well schools are carrying out their responsibilities to vet staff has exposed an unwelcome complacency about the potential danger to children from paedophiles. Very few schools and local authorities, it seems, had kept any records of the Criminal Records Bureau (CRB) checks that they had made on their staff. While Ofsted acknowledges it was probable that they had done the necessary checks, they had no way of confirming that the checks had been done. That is being rectified by the Education Secretary Alan Johnson's exhortation to them to keep clear and up-to-date records.  

Far more worrying, though, is the lack of robust checks on overseas staff seeking to teach in schools and the lax regulations governing the regulation of teacher supply agencies. It is difficult to insist that a police force overseas carries out an adequate check on staff but - at the very least -schools and local authority employers should be seeking to get some kind of written guarantee that the employee concerned has no criminal record. On supply agencies, the position at the moment is that it is up to the school to insist that the supply agency vets staff it is sending to them - but very few head teachers know this. Mr Johnson has promised urgent guidelines to clarify this. It would seem that agencies should be legally required to carry out CRB checks on all their staff. The guidelines cannot come soon enough. Having said that, we would be loath to add to the hysteria surrounding the reporting of this issue in some national newspapers.  

Our schools are not crawling with paedophiles who have used every trick in the book to gain access to children. We agree with Margaret Morrissey, the spokeswoman for the National Confederation of Parent Teacher Associations, who says that there are thousands of schools where there is no problem. However, we also agree that if you are the parent of a child in the one school where a paedophile has slipped through the net that is of no comfort to you. Tighter checks and a legal obligation on supply agencies to vet staff are the way ahead. More draconian solutions, such as giving parents access to the names and addresses of all paedophiles, are not. They run the risk of the guilty going to ground or innocent people living at the same address being beaten up.  

Schools' vetting procedures 'fail to protect children from sex offenders'  

By Richard Garner Education Editor  
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Widespread flaws in criminal vetting procedures for teachers and school support staff are exposed today in a damning report.  

It judges that schools, local councils and the Government are all failing adequately to protect children from paedophiles.  

Of 58 schools surveyed by Ofsted, the education standards watchdog, hardly any could prove that they had carried out checks on teaching staff.  

The Government, it added, therefore "has no way of ensuring that recommended vetting procedures have been adhered to" in thousands of schools employing their own staff directly. The Education Secretary, Alan Johnson, is to make an emergency statement in the Commons today ordering all schools to tighten up their procedures.  

The report said many councils complained that police vetting procedures for overseas teaching staff were not "robust". It also criticised ministers for failingto insist by law that teacher supply agencies vetted all staff.  

The findings provoked outrage from parents' leaders. "I don't think they can get away with it this time," said Margaret Morrissey, spokeswoman for the National Confederation for Parent Teacher Associations. "After last time [when it was revealed that adults with convictions for sex offences were able to continue working as teachers] parents believed that they would make it safe. They must now realise you can't just issue guidelines - you've got to have laws.  

"OK, there may be thousands of schools around the country where everything is hunky dory but if your child is in the one school where a paedophile has slipped through the net, that doesn't matter to you."  

The report, commissioned by the former education secretary Ruth Kelly in the wake of the earlier scandal, singled out for special concern checks on staff carried out before the Criminal Records Bureau (CRB) was set up in 2002.  

"There is poor practice in recording information about these checks," it added. "This poor practice and the confusion that exists undermine the security of procedures for safeguarding children." It went on to talk of "major concern" over the vetting of adults who work with children on out-of-school schemes and supply teachers, and said that only a "small minority" of head-teachers knew which of their staff had been vetted.  

Schools 'failing to protect children from paedophiles'  
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Widespread flaws in criminal vetting procedures for teachers and school support staff are exposed in a damning report.  

It judges that schools, local councils and the Government are all failing adequately to protect children from paedophiles.  

Of 58 schools surveyed by Ofsted, the education standards watchdog, hardly any could prove they had carried out checks on teaching staff.  

The Government, it added, therefore "has no way of ensuring that recommended vetting procedures have been adhered to" in thousands of schools employing their own staff directly. The Education Secretary, Alan Johnson, is to make an emergency statement in the Commons today ordering all schools to tighten up their procedures.  

The report said many councils complained that police vetting procedures for overseas teaching staff were not "robust". It also criticised ministers for failing to insist by law that teacher supply agencies vetted all staff.  

The findings provoked outrage from parents' leaders. "I don't think they can get away with it this time," said Margaret Morrissey, spokeswoman for the National Confederation for Parent Teacher Associations. "After last time [when it was revealed that adults with convictions for sex offences were able to continue working as teachers] parents believed they would make it safe. They must now realise you can't just issue guidelines - you've got to have laws.  

"OK, there may be thousands of schools around the country where everything is hunky dory but if your child is in the one school where a paedophile has slipped through the net that doesn't matter to you."  

Today's report, commissioned bythe former education secretary Ruth Kelly in the wake of the earlier scandal, singled out for special concern checks on staff carried out before the Criminal Records Bureau (CRB) was set up in 2002.  

"There is poor practice in recording information about these checks," it added. "This poor practice and the confusion that exists undermine the security of procedures for safeguarding children."  

It went on to talk of "major concern" over the vetting of adults who work with children on out-of-school schemes and supply teachers, saying: "Schools surveyed often accept staff from supply agencies on trust and this could compromise the way children are safeguarded."  

Only a "small minority" of headteachers knew which of their staff had been vetted. "Once staff are in place hardly any of the schools surveyed take even the simplest of measures in terms of record-keeping: that is to note against the name of each staff member whether they are who they say they are, whether they have the qualifications they say they do, whether they have a criminal record and when these things were last checked and by whom," it added.  

"Everybody thinks somebody else is doing this or it is somebody else's job when in fact hardly anybody has secure evidence of when any of the simplest tasks were completed, or indeed that they have been done at all.  

"Such practice lacks rigour and thoroughness and makes it appear that the 'world of education' does not take this aspect of the safeguarding of children seriously enough."  

The report added there were "unacceptable variations" in policies for vetting governors and volunteers.  

Most, however, did insist that volunteers who had not been vetted were supervised by someone who had.  

Few schools realised it was up to them to demand that supply agencies made checks.  

"The exact number of teacher supply agencies is not known," it added. "One official from the Department for Education and Skills estimates the number to be 300 and another estimated it was 1,500," it said.  

It said the risk of an agency supplying someone without a check was "low" but added: "It is nevertheless a risk - especially as this survey has revealed that schools rarely ask supply agency staff for proof that CRB checks have been carried out."  

Maurice Smith, the chief schools inspector, said: "Schools and local authorities must keep up-to-date and reliable records to prove that the necessary checks on staff have been carried out.  

"The repeated recommendations of inquiries into the deaths of vulnerable children urge secure procedures and good recordkeeping as the backbone of safeguarding such children."  

Mr Johnson has ordered procedures be tightened up, including instructing all schools to ensure they have robust record-keeping procedures - and making it mandatory for CRB and police checks to be conducted on all overseas staff. New government guidelines will spell out the process for checks on volunteer staff.  

Under legislation currently going through Parliament employers who fail to institute vetting procedures will face a jail sentence  

School vetting 'fails to keep out perverts'  

By Liz Lightfoot Education Correspondent  
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CHILDREN are still exposed to the risk of paedophiles working in schools Ofsted warned yesterday as it delivered a stinging rebuke to everyone involved in the vetting system.  

Schools, employment agencies, local authorities and the Government were all failing in their duties to keep children safe, it said.  

Lack of adequate records about who had been cleared to work in schools made it appear "that the world of education does not take this aspect of the safeguarding of children seriously enough,'' said an Ofsted report.  

Only five per cent of schools are taking all the necessary precautions despite repeated recommendations made by inquiries into the deaths of vulnerable children.  

Local authorities and schools are not systematic in the way they carry out the checks and keep records with the result that many governors and head teachers do not know whether they have been done or not.  

Many schools fail to demand proof that employment agencies have carried out satisfactory criminal records and identity checks on temporary and overseas staff, said the report.  

Maurice Smith, the Chief Inspector of Schools, said: "Everybody thinks that somebody else is doing this, or that it is somebody else's job  

when, in fact, hardly anybody has secure evidence that any of the simplest tasks have been completed at all, or when.''  

The inquiry was ordered after the furore last January over the Department for Education's role in using its discretion to allow a PE master on the sex offenders register to resume teaching.  

Ruth Kelly was urged to resign as education secretary when it emerged that loopholes and anomalies in the vetting system had allowed at least 88 sex offenders to escape a ban from classrooms.  

After surveying a representative sample of schools and local authorities, Ofsted blamed the Government, head teachers, governors and local authorities for the failure.  

The Department for Education had issued guidance in 1991 and 1999 but had failed to circulate it to schools. New guidance was sent out this year but was "not as comprehensive as it could be'' , said Ofsted.  

Miss Kelly had further confused schools over whether they needed to conduct checks on existing employees by her response to the crisis.  

Most authorities allowed head teachers to decide whether to employ someone before the criminal records checks were completed but some waited up to six months before chasing up outstanding cases, which was "unacceptable'', said the report.  

Of 58 schools surveyed, 55 did not have a record of each member of staff stating whether their identity, qualifications or criminal records had been checked and, if so, when and by whom.  

"All 58 schools think the local authority is carrying out those checks, but they do not know whether this is the case.  

"The local authorities say that they check staff against List 99 [a database of people deemed unsuitable to work with children] and with the Criminal Records Bureau but few of them have a secure list of checks made, with their dates and the names of those who have seen them.''  

David Willetts, the shadow education secretary, said: "After all the concern over this sensitive issue, this is a truly shocking state of affairs.''  

The Department for Education has announced measures to tighten the system.  

A Bill going through Parliament will make it mandatory for criminal record checks to be made on all overseas applicants. Full vetting details must be obtained from agencies providing temporary staff and future Ofsted inspections will keep an eye on these checks.  

Sex offender rules ignored by schools: Vetting of staff to be tightened after watchdog reveals system in chaos: Sex offender rules ignored by schools  

Rebecca Smithers Education editor  
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Sweeping measures to tighten the vetting of staff in schools will be announced by ministers today in response to a damning new report which reveals that many are ignoring rules designed to protect children from paedophiles.  

A study by Ofsted, the education watchdog, levels criticism at all levels, from the Department for Education and Skills for issuing "confusing guidance", to headteachers and local authority staff for not ensuring all the correct checks are being made.  

The report, commissioned by the DfES in January at the height of the row about how dozens of sex offenders had been cleared to work in schools in England, singles out serious problems with the process of vetting teachers through the Criminal Records Bureau (CRB) checks and List 99, the DfES's own official blacklist of adults judged unsuitable for work in schools.  

Schools did "not know" whether teachers had been checked properly and some even "disregarded" official advice not to hire suspect individuals, Ofsted says.  

It also said it had "no way of ensuring that recommended vetting procedures have been adhered to" in thousands of schools which employ their own staff directly, which include voluntary-aided church and foundation schools.  

The watchdog visited 58 schools as part of its study and found the system in chaos. "All 58 schools we visited for this survey think that the local authority is carrying out those checks, but they do not know whether this is the case or not, and even when they do know, almost all of them do not record the date, timing or reference of the check in an orderly and accessible way."  

Vetting staff in schools has been a highly sensitive issue since the murders of Jessica Chapman and Holly Wells by school caretaker Ian Huntley.  

In a statement to the House of Commons today, the education secretary, Alan Johnson, will attempt to defuse the new criticism by announcing a series of measures designed to tighten up procedures.  

For the first time, it will be mandatory for councils, schools and colleges to conduct CRB checks on all overseas applicants seeking work in English schools. He will also promise new draft guidance - due for consultation in the coming weeks - requiring every school to collate records of teachers' qualifications as well as the results of the List 99 and CRB checks.  

Ofsted will also monitor their record-keeping as part of its regular schools inspections.  

Mr Johnson said: "Today's Ofsted report makes clear that CRB checks are being completed in schools and colleges but more needs to be done to ensure that proper records are being maintained."  

He said the safeguarding vulnerable groups bill currently before parliament would "enable us to introduce a more effective system, but I am taking additional, immediate steps today to ensure that - in the interim - schools, colleges and local authorities keep proper records so we can be sure that all necessary checks have been made".  

Teachers' unions said the government should speed up the new centralised system, which is unlikely to be rolled out nationally for at least two years.  

John Dunford, the general secretary of the Association of School and College Leaders, said: "Schools and colleges have not only to carry out checks thoroughly, but they have to be seen to do so. The checks are costly and time-consuming for schools and colleges, so I urge the government to accelerate the introduction of the online checking system, which will make checking very much easier. We need absolute clarity of procedure so that schools have the documentary evidence that Ofsted expects."  

Chris Keates, the general secretary of the National Association of School Masters/Union of Women Teachers, added: "The fact that the report indicates poor record keeping in some schools should not automatically lead to the conclusion that appropriate checks are not being carried out on staff. There is no evidence that that is the case and wild speculation to the contrary will only cause parents unnecessary concern."  

Sarah Teather, the Liberal Democrats' education spokeswoman, said it was worrying that schools which managed their own affairs were identified as most often failing to act appropriately when vetting staff.  

David Willetts, the shadow education secretary, said: "Parents will be very worried by this report. It shows many schools have no idea whether teachers have been checked or not. After all the public concern over this sensitive issue, this is a truly shocking state of affairs."  

Paedophiles kept away from schools  

By Ben Russell  
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John Reid has attempted to regain the initiative on crime by pledging to crack down on convicted paedophiles. He said that he was barring child sex offenders from bail hostels close to schools and said ministers were considering allowing the controlled release of information to parents about paedophiles in the area.  

About 60 paedophiles have been moved from 11 hostels adjacent to schools.  

Mr Reid said the Home Office minister Gerry Sutcliffe would visit the United States during Parliament's summer recess to research "Megan's Law", passed after the rape and murder of seven-year-old Megan Kanka, which gives parents access to information about paedophiles in their area. Mr Reid said: "Information should no longer remain the exclusive preserve of officialdom."  

Mr Sutcliffe told the BBC: "The balance that we've got to strike is to make sure that we look after the public but at the same time manage these offenders."  

David Davis, the shadow Home Secretary, told the BBC: "We have to protect the rights and the safety of children - that paramount. But we must make sure we don't end up with some lynch mob law. And bear in mind we've had the Criminal Records Bureau failures, with innocent people being given apparent criminal records."  

Nick Clegg, the Liberal Democrat home affairs spokesman, said: "Every measure should be taken to protect children from paedophiles, but this should never topple into vigilantism."  

Analysis Why Whitehall is programmed to fail with computers   

By Neil Tweedie   
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NEW Labour loves IT. No matter how many times government computer projects go bottom up, spewing out tax credits to those not entitled to them or messing up passport applications, the great monolithic departments of state just can't launch enough of them.   

Political analysts would probably say that it has something to do with Tony Blair's fascination with importing private-sector efficiency into the public sector, combined with an authoritarian instinct to control the population through enormous data bases.   

The trouble is that the Civil Service doesn't really do efficiency. Huge computer projects, which can be a nightmare even for tightly-run private companies, are incompatible with Whitehall's no-blame culture.   

Take the House of Commons public accounts committee report warning departments that they needed to pay closer attention to learning lessons from information technology fiascos. That was in 1983, when computers were, as far as anyone can remember, powered by steam.   

No one in the corridors of power took the slightest bit of notice. In 2004, 21 years after the committee's report, the National Audit Office said exactly the same thing in another report, Improving IT Procurement.   

But still the disasters continued: the Passport Agency breakdown in 1999 that resulted in hundreds of holidaymakers missing flights; the failure of the Home Office asylum seeker database in 2000; the Probation Service system scrapped after consuming pounds 120 million; the suspension of the insecure Inland Revenue online tax filing system in 2002; the Child Support Agency system which cost pounds 456 million; the Criminal Records Bureau vetting delays that cost applicants potential jobs and, just recently, the news that the Inland Revenue system has given away pounds 1.9 million in unjustified tax credits.   

Tony Collins, of Computer Weekly magazine, believes that most come down to lack of accountability and ministers promising quick fixes to boost their profiles.   

"In private companies, you are looking at projects that run for a month, a year or two years,'' said Mr Collins.   

"In the public sector you are dealing with projects stretching out over years - maybe a decade. You could have two changes of Government in that time, or numerous changes in project management. So no head is going to roll.   

"The assurances now being made about the NHS system are worthless because the ministers making them won't be there.''   

Mr Collins said government systems rarely failed because of implicit problems with software. The problem was far more likely to be a minister's insistence that the system be changed at short notice for political advantage.   

So obsessed was Whitehall with cutting costs that flawed bids would be accepted simply because they were cheap. The number of computer contractors capable of introducing big systems, such as the American firm EDS, was also small, limiting choice.   

And now, the Government faces the biggest challenge, dwarfing the NHS project. The identity card database will have to store and disseminate biometric data on 40 million adults. It could cost as much as pounds 19 billion, according to the London School of Economics, and will not protect the country against terrorism - its original stated aim.   

No one believes the project will run smoothly but at least the computer contractors will be in work.   

Parents to be told about paedophiles  

By George Jones Political Editor  
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PARENTS are to be given access to information on paedophiles living near their homes under measures to increase the protection of children.  

John Reid, the Home Secretary, who announced the scheme yesterday, is sending one of his ministers, Gerry Sutcliffe, to the United States to study the working of "Megan's law''.  

That ensures that American parents, unlike British parents at present, are told about paedophiles living in their neighbourhood.  

Mr Reid also announced that he had ordered about 70 paedophiles to be moved out of 11 probation hostels close to schools.  

After being forced on to the defensive by a series of Home Office blunders over prisoners and immigration, Mr Reid sought to regain the initiative by backing a tabloid newspaper campaign to name and shame child sex offenders.  

In a significant change of Government attitude towards identifying paedophiles, he said his starting point was that such information "should no longer remain the exclusive preserve of officialdom''.  

The Government had previously claimed that identifying paedophiles could drive them underground, making if more difficult to keep track of them, as well as leading to the danger of vigilante attacks. Mr Reid said the public had "a right to protection and a right to information'' and he had asked his officials to look at proposals for controlled access to the child sex offenders register.  

He said: "We must make sure that we get the balance right, though, and that the free flow of information does not undermine the public safety.''  

Megan's law was introduced after the rape and murder 10 years ago of seven-year-old Megan Kanka. Parents must now be informed when offenders move into their area after being freed from prison.  

The Home Office said that a British version would not be introduced immediately. Mr Sutcliffe would be looking at different systems in the US and other countries to see which were most successful. Some states list offenders' details on the internet, while in others police call at homes to warn people about an offender moving into the neighbourhood.  

Geoff Hoon, the Europe minister, told Sky News that parents might even have access to sex offenders' home addresses, as in some cases in America.  

"That kind of transparency could help to reassure parents,'' he said. "Equally, there could be some downsides and that is why it is right that we should study this.''  

David Davis, the shadow home secretary, gave cautious backing to Mr Reid's proposal but said there had to be careful consideration because of the danger of "lynch mobs''.  

Citing failures in the Criminal Records Bureau and the administration of the sex offenders register, he said: "We must get it right. We can study it carefully and see if we can come out with a humane and safe outcome. But I would not rush to say we are going to do it. This is something where very careful consideration will pay dividends.''  

The News of the World has led the campaign for a version of Megan's law. It calls it "Sarah's law'', after eight-year-old Sarah Payne, who was murdered in 2000.  

The paper named and shamed 83 paedophiles but the campaign was stopped after some innocent members of the public received threats by mistake and violent protests were staged near the homes of alleged paedophiles.  

Ministers said then that they would not be pressed into allowing unrestricted access to the child sex offenders register. Paul Boateng, the former Home Office minister, said that specific names and addresses could be released only when police and probation service working together deemed it proper.  

Probation hostels in England and Wales have increasingly been used to house high-risk sex offenders so that they can be monitored and supervised more effectively.  

However, in March it was revealed that a number of paedophiles were living in hostels close to schools.  

Mr Reid has now ordered "restricted admission'' at 11 such hostels.  

They are: Haworth House, Blackburn; Norfolk Park Hostel, Sheffield; Kirk Lodge, Leicester; St Johns, Leeds; Bunbury House, Ellesmere Port; Elliot House, Birmingham; Camden House, London; McIntyre House, Nuneaton; Wordsworth House, Lincoln; Staitheford House, Stafford; and Luton House, Luton.  
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Our report headlined "Home Office refuses to apologise after 2,700 are wrongly labelled criminals" (22 May) said that the agency concerned, the Criminal Records Bureau, is run by Capita. Capita has pointed out that its role is to provide technical support to the civil servants at the CRB and that its employees do not see, nor do they have the power to amend, criminal record data.  

Comment & Debate: No number of sackings can salvage this broken system: The Home Office is just the most prominent example of a public sector polluted by political short-termism  
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Is the British government collapsing? This month's Home Office revelations must turn even the stoutest stomach. Yesterday the new home secretary, John Reid, admitted that chaos surrounds both immigration and deportation. The apparently routine exchange of sex for immigrant visas is outrageous. The defamation of 1,500 innocent public servants through computer error by the Criminal Records Bureau is described inexcusably as "erring on the side of caution".  

The Home Office has meanwhile been trying and failing to privatise its parole staff. It faces gross prison undercapacity and is staging yet another expensive bid to regionalise (and thus control) every police force in England and Wales. In the process it has gone berserk. Its corridors are now a Valhalla of bureaucracy's living dead beyond even the satire of Dickens's Department of Circumlocution, each a relic of some past Blairite initiative.  

There is a Policing Policy Directorate, a Crime Reduction Directorate, a Crime Reduction and Community Safety Unit, a Violent Crime Unit, a Health and Offender Partnership Directorate, a Criminal Case Management Delivery Unit and a Police Leadership and Powers Unit. There is a Criminal Justice System Race Unit, a Crime Strategy Unit and a Race, Cohesion and Faiths Directorate. There is (or was until recently) a Criminal Law Policy Unit, a Shoeprint Image Capture and Retrieval Database, a Victims and Confidence Unit, a Policing Standards Unit (director, over pounds 200,000 a year) and a myriad of crime strategy, policy and delivery directorates.  

None seems vulnerable to value-for-money audit. We need to pinch ourselves to realise that all this has nothing to do with law and order, which is the responsibility of local police, or with justice, which is the responsibility of the lord chancellor. It is pure power-hungry empire building. Yet this is the department that Tony Blair believes to be a secure custodian of Britain's civil liberties under his terrorism acts. He regards it as competent to introduce the costliest and most reckless intrusion on personal privacy - an ID card system (at between pounds 12 bn and pounds 30bn) that will be readable at tens of thousands of "secure" terminals across the land.  

The Home Office is merely the most prominent "failed state" in this realm. Its example can be replicated across Whitehall. In 2004 the Department of Health negotiated a doctors' contract so lavish that even doctors are embarrassed by it (and health trusts bankrupted). The Department for Environment's Farm Payments Agency, using a pounds 54m computer that it forgot to test, has yielded the first ever breakdown of the farm subsidy regime. The Treasury's handling of tax credits left them pounds 2bn overspent. The Child Support Agency left pounds 3bn uncollected. John Prescott's old department blew pounds 168m on consultants to tell it how to knock down 350,000 houses in the north of England. The Department for Education has so mismanaged contracts for city academies that they are costing two to three times their local council equivalents. (Imagine how ministers would scream if council schools were costing three times theirs.)  

Over the past two weeks, London tube commuters have suffered long delays because a private company, Metronet, failed to complete overnight maintenance in time for the morning rush. This is no accident. The reason is that a Treasury contract, covered by pounds 500m of "consultants and fees", ensured that Metronet would lose more money giving a good service than it would be fined for a bad one. No blame should attach to Metronet for this. It is merely doing what critics of its contract predicted and the Treasury decided, making lots of money. The incompetence is entirely the Treasury's, whichhas never accounted for it in public.  

Gordon Brown should take himself and his entire staff on a summer outing to the documentary film, Enron, currently on general release. Audiences gasp at the greed of Enron directors as they build dud power stations in India and black out California's privatised electricity grid to boost their share price. What is less noticed is the failure of American regulators to curb Enron's excesses, partly because of the closeness of its bosses to senior politicians.  

The Treasury's handling of privatisation will, I believe, one day seem not far removed from what happened at Enron. Brown's aides have encouraged public services, especially health, education and transport, to indulge in extravagant private borrowing from their associates in the City, enabling ministers to boost their "share price" and leaving future taxpayers to pay inflated bills. The new pounds 1bn super-hospitals will each carry a cash burden of over pounds 100m in profit and debt payments before caring for one patient. This is way above the cost of public loans.  

Little-known firms such as Capita, Atkins, Serco and Carillion have grown rich on these contracts. Capita lent Blair pounds 1m for his campaign last year after its turnover from public contracts increased in seven years from pounds 112m to pounds 1.4bn. As can be seen at Norwich hospital, privatisation contracts are already being refinanced and sold in the market, leaving hospital owners with no long-term responsibility for care and managers "shroud-waving" at ministers for extra money. Some 40% of contracts are now reputedly "in play". This is exactly what happened to California's electricity supply under Enron. It is not beneficial privatisation, merely Blair and Brown compelling future generations to buy today's headlines at exorbitant prices.  

The litany of woe now emerging from central government cannot sensibly be met by ministerial sackings and executive resignations. The system is clearly at fault and parliament and public audit have no clue how to rectify it. Everyone may have a partial opinion: too much intervention, too much "initiativitis", too many consultants, too many demoralised managers, too many targets and nothing ever joined up. The evil is not size - big and small departments are equally at sea. There is plainly overcentralisation. The government has seized every corner of the public sector and polluted it with the political short term. But where to go next?  

To suggest a grand, old-fashioned royal commission to find an answer might seem banal. But all the political community is doing at present is howling at the moon. There must be a case for someone to stand back from the frenzy and ask where that once-great institution, British public administration, went completely off the rails.  
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Sir, How can the Criminal Records Bureau be so certain that it "erred on the side of caution"?  

Criminals wrongly given clearance would hardly complain. It is possible that some 1,500 to 3,000 unsuitable people have gained positions from which they should have been excluded.  

ARTHUR BELL Knaresborough, N Yorks  

(c) Times Newspapers Ltd, 2006   
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Sir, The governmental and to some extent oppositional attitude to individual victims of injustice has become clearer recently with three seemingly unrelated items.  

I have been professionally concerned at the reckless bipartisan attitude by Cameron and Blair in their denigration of the European Convention on Human Rights for some time. It is sending a clear message to the rest of Europe that the political establishment does not care what happens to our innocent citizens accused of crime overseas.  

Last month victims of injustice in our courts were informed by the then Home Secretary that, provided the courts put things right in the normal course of appeal, they would no longer be entitled to compensation (report, April 20).  

He failed to consider even the economic consequences for the innocents concerned, some of whom might have permanently lost their livelihood, with knock-on consequences to their families by the effect of a year or two's imprisonment while waiting for the system to correct itself.  

We now understand that thousands of ordinary citizens have had their job and career prospects blighted by a shambles in the administration of the Criminal Records Bureau (report, May 22). The governmental attitude to this is that since it affects only a tiny percentage of those records being processed and many dangerous people have been prevented from getting sensitive jobs there is no need to be concerned.  

What is clearly needed in a society that is concerned about injustice to individuals is an official inquiry of some sort, a personal apology to all affected and a scheme of compensation to those who again can prove they have had their job prospects seriously damaged. Instead we are being treated to the effect of statistically based callousness.  

The wider implication is Kafkaesque. A cynical belief that appears to have infected the political establishment is that the appearance of being tough on crime entitles it to abuse the interests of innocents caught up as collateral damage of their policies. A lot of helpless individuals are now being affected.  

STEPHEN JAKOBI Ham, Surrey  

(c) Times Newspapers Ltd, 2006   
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THOUSANDS of people have been subjected to illegal background checks when they applied for jobs that did not require vetting, according to a report on the Criminal Records Bureau.   

As demand for checks from the bureau grows, there are increasing concerns that employers are misusing the system.   

Job applicants have been subjected to scrutiny when they applied to be refuse workers, dog wardens, car park attendants and train drivers. On one occasion checks were sought on people applying to take part in a television game show.   

Disclosure of information should occur only when people are applying for jobs that involve working with children and vulnerable adults or certain financial and security- related occupations.   

There are now 14,750 organisations that have the right to ask the bureau to check out a prospective employee.   

The bureau, which has admitted incorrectly labelling almost 3,000 people as criminals because of vetting errors, admitted yesterday that it was concerned about "unmanageable demand".   

The drive for checks was fuelled by the controversy over the Soham murders, carried out by the school caretaker Ian Huntley, and employers' concerns about litigation if they employed an offender.   

But many checks are being sought in direct contravention of the Rehabilitation of Offenders Act 1974, which is designed to prevent discrimination against people with minor criminal records from many years ago.   

Nacro, the crime reduction charity, said that three quarters of the 20,000 calls to its helpline were about problems with criminal record checks. In its report on the disclosure system, Nacro said: "Some employers routinely misuse their access to the service by running checks on posts that are not excepted from the Rehabilitation of Offenders Act and are thus not eligible for checking.   

"This confirms the helpline's experience -that many checks are illegal and people are being refused employment or suspended and dismissed as a result of them."   

Nacro said that 89 per cent of the checks requested of the bureau in 2004 were at the enhanced level, which discloses police intelligence as well as details of spent and unspent convictions.   

Paul Cavadino, the chief executive of Nacro, said: "There are certain jobs for which enhanced and standard checks are necessary to protect vulnerable adults and children. But there are many other jobs where it is not legal for employers and the CRB to carry out checks."   

The bureau has acknowledged Nacro's criticism and warned organisations that apply for checks that they could be deregistered if they apply for illegal checks.   

Vince Gaskell, the chief executive of the CRB, also said he "deeply regretted" the distress caused to people wrongly labelled as criminals because of errors by the bureau and hinted that Emma Budd, 19, from Maesteg, South Wales, might be considered for compensation after she was rejection for two jobs teaching disabled people because she was wrongly said by the bureau to have two convictions for theft.   

Mr Gaskell told GMTV: "We do apologise to these people -that usually comes when we have actually sorted out the situation that is presented to us. If we have not done that in Emma's case, then let me take this opportunity to do so now and apologise directly to her."   

Mr Gaskell said that the bureau's code of practice made clear to employers that they should not take "precipitous action" until a dispute is resolved.   

(c) Times Newspapers Ltd, 2006    
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Letters to the Editor  

Sir: Hundreds have been denied jobs and university places because the Home Office's Criminal Records Bureau mistakenly labelled them criminals, yet the Government assures us that those with nothing to hide have nothing to fear. Why should we trust assurances over ID cards, biometric databases and other "security" measures?  

J CARNE LONDON SW6  

Reid shifts minister in wake of Home Office immigration disarray: Shake-up aims to improve delivery Home secretary will face MPs today  

Sandra Laville and Vikram Dodd  
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Leyhill open prison in Gloucestershire, from where 359 prisoners have absconded over the past six years Photograph: SWNS  

The immigration minister Tony McNulty, seen as responsible for the foreign prisoners fiasco that claimed the cabinet career of Charles Clarke, was last night shifted in a tough shake-up of the Home Office.  

The home secretary, John Reid, announced that Mr McNulty, a former government whip, will concentrate on the police as well as home office issues in parliament. Mr Reid confirmed that the fast-rising Liam Byrne will now be responsible for immigration, asylum and citizenship, as well as delivery right across the department.  

At a Home Office away day on Sunday, it was agreed that Mr Byrne, with experience as a private sector consultant on information technology, was best placed to drive the malfunctioning Home Office machine.  

Mr Reid will today appear before the home affairs select committee to answer queries about the foreign prisoner scandal and the overall crisis in the Home Office.  

He will update MPs on the number of wrongly released foreign prisoners still at large. He is expected to put the foreign prisoners crisis in the context of the growing number of population movements, and the rise of people trafficking.  

He does not regard new allegations over the performance of the Criminal Records Bureau or the absconding of prisoners from open jails as serious allegations that undermine the Home Office's reputation.  

Nevertheless Phil Wheatley, director general of the prison service, was forced to respond to the latest revelations about how 359 prisoners had absconded from Leyhill open prison in the last six years.  

But Mr Wheatley said this escape rate - around 60 last year - was broadly consistent with other open prisons and revealed that on average, one inmate absconds every week from an open prison.  

Mr Wheatley said the "vast majority" of prisoners, who include murderers and rapists, were rearrested quickly, but indicated that up to a quarter were not and some would go on to reoffend.  

The home secretary attempted to seize back the agenda on crime yesterday by announcing that special advocates would represent victims at Parole Board hearings.  

Mr Reid announced the plan in a speech to the Parole Board, declaring: "We will be rebalancing the whole system in favour of victims."  

The announcement comes after concern over the case of the convicted rapist Anthony Rice, who murdered Naomi Bryant nine months after being released from jail, and the murder of the City financier John Monckton, killed by an offender who had been freed on licence.  

In his speech Mr Reid said: "I am looking at . . . how to improve public protection representation at oral hearings through 'public protection advocates' who will represent victims' and societies' views."  

In an attempt to bring the police back on side, Mr Reid will later this week announce he is delaying plans to merge police forces. The mergers were due to go ahead in June, which is regarded as too tight a timetable by the home secretary.  

Leader comment, page 32 >  
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The Home Office refused to apologise yesterday for wrongly labelling 1,500 innocent people as criminals because of errors in the bureau which identifies whether individuals have convictions.  

People working in positions of trust with children or vulnerable adults routinely have their names run through a criminal records bureau (CRB) check to ensure they do not have any convictions that would make them unsuitable for the post. But it emerged yesterday that errors in the cross-checking of names had resulted in 1,500 innocent people being wrongly labelled as pornographers, thieves or violent robbers, in some cases resulting in their being turned down for jobs or university places.  

David Davis, the shadow home secretary, branded the Home Office the ministry of incompetence for the latest blunders in the CRB, and said he had been warning about the problems in the service since David Blunkett was home secretary.  

A Home Office spokesman said the errors were regrettable but in the context of the vast scale of work carried out by the CRB they amounted to 0.03% of the 9m disclosures issued by the bureau since it started operating four years ago.  

The spokesman said the mistakes were a result of "mismatches" which arose when the bureau was carrying out checks on people applying for jobs working in positions of trust with children or vulnerable adults. "Last year CRB checks prevented 25,000 unsuitable people from gaining such positions, and customer satisfaction is now at an all-time high," the spokesman said. "We make no apology for erring on the side of caution. We are talking about the protection of children and vulnerable adults."  

'They made me feel like a thief even though I knew I wasn't one'  

Stewart Tendler  
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EMMA BUDD, 19, is one of the victims of the Criminal Records Bureau's mistakes who is still fighting to get the problem put right (Stewart Tendler writes).  

The first she knew of the errors was when she was rejected for two jobs teaching disabled children.  

Miss Budd, from Maesteg, South Wales, has spent two years fighting to clear her name after applying to work in children's homes.  

She paid Pounds 34 for a check and discovered that she had two alleged convictions for theft. The thefts were committed by another woman when Miss Budd would have been 13. The thief shared Miss Budd's previous name; she changed it after her mother remarried months before the offences took place.  

"I have never stolen anything in my life," Miss Budd said. "I was devastated. I felt like a criminal even though I knew I wasn't one."  

She disputed the results and had to go to a police station to provide fingerprints for matching against national computer records. Miss Budd said that the police blamed the bureau, and it blamed police. Nobody would take responsibility.  

Eventually she was cleared, only to discover a fresh mistake when she applied to work as a home carer. She said: "I thought it was all sorted out. I've never even been to the area where it all happened."  

She said that she had now been given assurances that the mistake would not happen again, but remained sceptical.  

(c) Times Newspapers Ltd, 2006   
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MINISTERS were told a year ago that innocent lives were being ruined by errors in criminal records checks that labelled people as paedophiles and sex offenders.  

The Home Office refused to apologise yesterday as the scale of the problem at the Criminal Records Bureau became clear, with the admission that 1,500 people had been wrongly branded as criminals in the past two years. The number of such errors since the bureau was set up in 2002 is thought to be closer to 3,000.  

The Times has learnt that an independent government- appointed watchdog called last year for improved procedures, including fingerprint checks, to avoid such blunders.  

Ros Gardner, the independent complaints mediator to the bureau, said in her 2004-05 annual report: "The impact on the receipt of an inaccurate disclosure should not be underestimated. It can result in loss of employment opportunities, perceptions of damage to reputation, financial difficulties and embarrassment.  

"While I totally support the need for stringent procedures and accept that bureau staff must err on the cautious side, I believe that all measures to ensure accuracy of data on disclosures must be taken."  

Ms Gardner, who expressed concern that her office was not widely known to complainants, said wrongly identifying people as offenders would leave the bureau "vulnerable to charges of unfair discrimination against individuals". She added: "The use of fingerprint matching would help to reduce any uncertainty in this area. However, at present there appears to be some reluctance to send individuals for fingerprint matching."  

The report revealed that Ms Y, a hospice worker, wrongly identified as having a conviction for indecent assault, had been awarded a four-figure compensation payment. The watchdog said that bureau staff "overlooked contacting the police for a record that would have distinguished Ms Y from the convicted person".  

The Home Office said that vetting mistakes were regrettable but claimed that the number of errors was tiny compared with the millions of checks carried out. A spokesman said: "Last year CRB checks prevented 25,000 unsuitable people from gaining such positions, and customer satisfaction is now at an all-time high. We make no apology for erring on the side of caution. We are talking about the protection of children and vulnerable adults."  

But Nick Clegg, the Liberal Democrat home affairs spokesman, said that the Home Office was reaching new absurd levels of incompetence.  

David Davis, the Shadow Home Secretary, said: "The refusal of ministers to face up to their own responsibility and to allow this dreadful practice to continue is not just a failure to do their duty, it is a willingness to perpetuate a serial injustice."  

COSTLY ERRORS  

* 9 million checks by CRB  

* Pounds 6 for cheapest check  

* Pounds 400 million Capita contract to oversee CRB  

* 1,500 people wrongly identified as criminals 25,000 kept out of sensitive jobs last year  

* Pounds 2 million fines for Capita in 2003 for failing to meet deadlines on checks on teachers  

(c) Times Newspapers Ltd, 2006   
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John Reid, the Home Secretary, faces another daunting week as he tries to rebuild confidence in his beleaguered department after a series of crises.  

Mr Reid's baptism of fire since moving to the Home Office in this month's Cabinet reshuffle continued yesterday when it emerged that the Criminal Records Bureau (CRB) had wrongly labelled about 2,700 people as criminals.  

Several hundred people had similar names or dates of birth to real offenders but were turned down for jobs or university places because it was thought they had committed crimes involving theft, robbery and pornography.  

Some innocent people had to be fingerprinted at their local police station to prove that they were not criminals. The Tories said the victims might be able to sue the Home Office for compensation.  

Mr Reid asked "tough questions" of his officials about the scandal yesterday. The Home Office said the mismatches were "regrettable" but stopped short of apologising.  

Mr Reid also asked for a report on his department's troubled Immigration and Nationality Directorate, which has suspended a 53-year-old chief immigration officer after newspaper allegations that he asked an 18-year-old Zimbabwean rape victim for sex in return for helping her claim asylum.  

The Tories will want to know what ministers did after similar allegations earlier this year.  

Mr Reid will also face questions over whether he misled people after five illegal immigrants were discovered cleaning an IND office last week.  

Today, Mr Reid will try to fight back in a speech to the Parole Board in which he will promise to "rebalance" the criminal justice system in favour of the victims. He is considering including victims or their representatives on the panels which decide whether prisoners should be released.  

Tomorrow, the Home Secretary will be quizzed by the Home Affairs Select Committee about the fiasco in which 1,023 foreign prisoners were released without being considered for deportation. He is expected to reveal new information about what went wrong. On the same day, Mr Reid will address the Association of Chief Police Officers, who want him to slow down plans for mergers of the 43 forces in England and Wales. On Wednesday, he will launch a nationwide knives amnesty.  

The CRB is run by Capita, the information technology firm, which has a £400,000 contract to update the bureau's systems. Its founder, Rod Aldridge, resigned as chairman in March, denying suggestions that his £1m loan to the Labour Party helped the company win lucrative government contracts.  

David Davis, the Shadow Home Secretary, said: "The refusal of ministers to face up to their own responsibility and to allow this dreadful practice to continue is not just a failure to do their duty' it is a willingness to perpetuate a serial injustice."  

Nick Clegg, home affairs spokesman for the Liberal Democrats, said: "While dangerous criminals are allowed to walk freely in our communities, innocent people are being given criminal records and prevented from getting on with their lives. This latest fiasco will erase the last bit of public confidence in the Home Office."  

Alan Johnson, the Education Secretary, defended the CRB, saying: "This is not about unsuitable people being allowed to work with children, this is about erring on the side of caution and people who are suitable being caught up in the system."  

The Home Office said the number of mistakes that were made represented 0.03 per cent of the nine million disclosures issued by the CRB since it began operating in March 2002, and were a result of "mismatches" which arose during checks on people applying for jobs working with children or vulnerable adults.  

A Home Office spokesman said that 25,000 unsuitable people were prevented from gaining such positions last year.  
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Mr Reid will need all his skills to tackle this chaos  
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John Reid has a testing week ahead of him, to put it mildly, with a brand new sex-for-asylum scandal unfolding at Lunar House just before he is due to appear before the Commons select committee on Tuesday over the release of foreign prisoners.  

As the Home Secretary can scarcely have touched the top of his in-tray, it will be too early for MPs to call for his head for either of these affairs or for a third disaster - the branding of 1,500 innocent young people as criminals by the Criminal Records Bureau. But he will need to be seen to doing something soon about his shambolic department if confidence in his reforming powers is not to ebb away.  

It is questionable, of course, whether any minister, however tough, can make a lasting impact on such as vast, inchoate empire as the Home Office, in which the separate directorates, such as prisons and immigration, hardly seem to talk to each another.  

The blame for this incoherence belongs partly to Tony Blair, who failed to break up the Home Office into manageable units early on. Mr Blair considered doing just that years ago, but backed off when the then Home Secretary David Blunkett, made it clear he did not want his fiefdom downsized. That was a mistake, as the creation of a separate justice ministry, relieving much of Mr Blunkett's burden, was and remains a sensible idea. Another opportunity for reform presented itself when Charles Clarke was sacked, but again nothing transpired as Mr Blair wanted the latest brushfire put out without delay.  

Given that Mr Blair has passed up the opportunity to reform the Home Office by hiving off some of its more significant functions, Mr Reid is probably the best man available for a nigh-on impossible job.  

His reputation as a bruiser will help in a ministry where a bit of brutality is called for. For a start, he needs to make prison and immigration officials communicate properly. Mr Reid's bruiser qualities should also come in handy with Number 10. The Home Office has got to stop allowing its priorities to be set by Government targets. Mr Clarke got into a mess when he allowed senior officials to become so preoccupied with meeting Mr Blair's demands that they dropped everything in order to cut the number of asylum seekers. With his eye on newspaper headlines, the Prime Minister was obsessed with ensuring that removals finally outnumbered the number of unfounded claims, disproving Tory assertions that asylum was "out of control."  

When the Home Office more or less met that goal, no one noticed - as by then it was up to its neck over the release into the community of foreign prisoners. If Mr Reid can persuade Mr Blair to let the Home Office sort out its problems without reference to tomorrow's headlines, he will be doing his department a favour.  

Finally, Mr Reid needs to take Lunar House in hand. The Immigration Directorate has become a byword for chaos. The calibre of many of its officials is so dire that few will be surprised by reports that an immigration officer may have targeted a young asylum seeker and offered to "help" her case in a highly questionable manner.  

The Home Secretary needs to do more than get rid of a few bad eggs. He has to bring in more top-calibre officials and stop the dizzy-making turnover in staff who tend to flee Lunar House as if it were a plague zone.  

Asylum and immigration is fast becoming an issue that floats more or less permanently near the top of voters' concerns and thus of government, too. The overhaul of the Immigration Directorate, along with the allocation of far greater resources, needs to be at the centre of Reid's action plan.  

You're fired (unless you're a civil servant) Bureaucratic bungling is costing billions but the officials responsible are never held to account. It's an outrage, says Leo McKinstry  
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Tracey Temple, the Deputy Prime Minister's erstwhile paramour, is more deserving of an honour than most Whitehall employees. She has, through her romantic entanglement, performed an invaluable public service, not only by helping to ensure that the hapless John Prescott has been deprived of all serious ministerial duties, but also by providing a fascinating insight into the heart of Government. In the childish, ungrammatical prose of her diary, now in the public domain, she reveals an office awash with incompetence and self-indulgence, more concerned with their social lives than government business.  

But we can be sure that even after Ms Temple's lurid account, the civil servants will carry on as before. Prescott may now have lost his department, but his equally incompetent officials remain in post. For throughout central and local government, even the most glaring failures rarely result in the sack.  

Given the current scale of institutionalised bungling, this kind of job protection is an outrage. In recent months, large parts of our public administration have descended into chaos, whether it be in the release of foreign criminals, the running of the probation service or the handling of the tax credit system. Riddled with deficits, the NHS is squandering a fortune on a vast computer network that does not work properly and could cost pounds 30 billion. The Child Support Agency has rightly become a by-word for ineptitude, while Defra has inflicted severe hardship on thousands of farmers through its disorganisation over subsidy payments. The Immigration Department has lost control of our borders; MI5 has lost sight of potential terrorists.  

Despite this sorry catalogue, hardly any bureaucrats have been axed. If a private company had operated as dismally as the Home Office, for instance, there would have been wholesale sackings throughout the middle and upper tiers of management. But the civil servants escape, and all the opprobrium is heaped on the politicians, resulting in the dismissal of Charles Clarke. Now it is probably right that Clarke was forced out, since he was warned several times about the looming problems over foreign convicts. But a raft of administrators in the prison and immigration services should also have gone. Accountability, it appears, is only for politicians, not for senior managers.  

It used to be said that the British Civil Service was like a Rolls Royce because of its smooth efficiency. Today, it resembles a battered Austin Montego which, despite swallowing a fortune in repair bills, continually fails its MOT. Throughout the sprawling, shambolic bureaucracy of the public sector, waste and misuse of taxpayers' money is endemic. Poor management has seen billions squandered on mishandled IT projects, such as those at the Criminal Records Bureau or the Benefits Agency.  

In January, the Government's own head of commerce, Richard Abbott, admitted that the state is frittering away at least pounds 8 billion a year through weak procurement practices. "You can't make excuses when there is money pouring down the drain,'' he said. But making excuses is now what many senior civil servants believe is a central part of their job description.  

More money is squandered through the grotesque staffing structures that predominate across the public sector. Gordon Brown ludicrously claimed in July 2004 that he planned to remove 84,000 posts from the Civil Service. Instead, he has presided over a huge increase in bureaucracy. In the last year alone, the number of jobs in government has gone up by 45,000, with 1.25 million people now employed in central administration.  

The more the state workforce grows, the more unproductive it becomes. Levels of absenteeism are far higher than in the private sector, while some jobs seem to have no purpose. Lord Birt, Blair's former strategy adviser, recently revealed the bizarre case of a senior civil servant who spent six months working on a single page of a report on drugs. As the author David Craig points out in his book Plundering the Public Sector, it is a reflection of the uselessness of these over-paid paper-shufflers that the Government is spending pounds 2 billion a year on consultants, doing the job of managing and advising for which the Civil Service is extremely well-paid - top Whitehall staffers can now earn up to pounds 264,000 a year.  

Even when their inadequacy is exposed, most senior public servants are allowed to continue in post. Some are even rewarded with pay rises, promotion and honours. Thus Lin Homer, when she was the pounds 175,000 Chief Executive of Birmingham City Council, oversaw an electoral fraud scandal which, in the words of a judge, "would have disgraced a banana republic''. Ms Homer is now the pounds 200,000-a-year boss of the scandal-ridden Immigration and Nationality Directorate. John Scarlett became the head of MI6 soon after helping to compile the "dodgy dossier'' on Iraq as head of the Joint Intelligence Committee. Sir John Gieve, the former Permanent Secretary at the Home Office, is now Deputy Governor of the Bank of England.  

Bill Jeffrey was Director General of the Immigration and Nationality Directorate, during which time his organisation was severely criticised for its "dilatory'' attitude over the deportation of foreign criminals. Jeffrey is now in charge of the Ministry of Defence. Just as disgracefully, the 70 senior managers responsible for the deportation crisis have all been awarded bonuses, a decision that makes a mockery of performance-related pay.  

The amateurism of the Civil Service stems partly from the Labour lead. Most of Labour's top politicians are former lawyers, political apparatchiks or minor bureaucrats themselves, so they have no experience of senior management. Moreover, during the last nine years, they have undermined the integrity of the Civil Service, both through direct politicisation, such as the aggressive imposition of the creed of "diversity'', and through continuous organisational tinkering. Structural change has become a substitute for action. But perhaps the most powerful cause of failure has been the lack of genuine responsibility. Civil servants know that, no matter how badly they perform, they are unlikely to hear the words: "You're fired.''  

Criminal vetting delays costly for nurses  
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DELAYS in processing criminal record checks could plunge thousands of nurses into financial hardship and may be putting patient care at risk, a care agency warned. Some nurses have thousands of pounds in salary.  

Almost 230,000 "enhanced disclosure'' checks each year take longer than four weeks to complete by the Criminal Records Bureau, which was set up in 2002 after the Soham murders.  

Enhanced checks are also required for teachers, scout leaders and guide leaders, but nursing agency staff are among the hardest hit because a fresh application must be made for each new job.  

Valerie Smith, an adviser to the independent sector at the Royal College of Nursing, said: "If you are on the waiting list, you can't work.''  

Mike Stafford, the owner of the nursing agency All Care Cover, warned that agencies were now failing to register care assistants for checks because of the wait and the possibility of losing the pounds 34 fee. "I know for a fact that some other agencies just aren't bothering to register care assistants for CRB checks because they can't afford the wait, which means vulnerable people could be put at risk.  

"The CRB say most checks are done in four weeks, but in my experience that's just not true,'' he said.  

A Home Office spokesman said: "We are seconding staff out to certain police forces to help them process the checks. We are doing everything we can to speed up the process.''  

In 2004 about 20,000 unsuitable people were barred from working with children and vulnerable people.  
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SIR - Your correspondent, who advises anyone who might have contact with children to obtain Criminal Records Bureau (CRB) clearance while it is still free, is too late (Letters, April 10).  

I am involved with two museums, both of which are registered charities and run entirely by volunteers. Thirty-five local volunteers are involved, but most are on duty only about once or twice a month. The museums receive no funding from the local authority, but are charged pounds 30 per volunteer for CRB registration.  

Since these charities cannot afford the pounds 1,000 involved, the museums now have to turn away any child who is not accompanied by a responsible adult. Older children who have the interest and initiative to visit a museum on their own now have to be denied access.  

Norman Plastow  

London SW19  
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SIR - Like the church organist Sarah Gall (Letters, April 7), I have had to obtain Criminal Records Bureau clearance, in my case as a churchwarden, in order to continue in my present office.  

This clearance also applies to all choir members, bell ringers, Sunday school teachers, sidesmen, vergers and any other member of the church who might have dealings with children under 16.  

May I exhort anyone who might take on any of these official positions, or who might sing with, ring with or hand a hymn book to any juvenile, to obtain his or her CRB certificate now, while it is still "free'' and before it becomes another excuse for a stealth tax?  

Arnold Burston  

Burton-on-Trent, Staffs  

Solicitors must own up to any crimes  
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ALL new solicitors will soon have to submit to criminal records checks, the Law Society's newly-established Regulation Board has decided.  

Disclosure of convictions, cautions, reprimands and warnings held on the police national computer will be required by everyone seeking admission as a solicitor in England and Wales from September.  

Until now those wishing to join the profession have been trusted to tell the truth when asked about their character and suitability to become a solicitor. In future more than 5,000 applicants a year will each have to pay a fee of pounds 47 for Criminal Records Bureau checks.  

The change in policy means that lawyers who failed to disclose convictions or acts of plagiarism when they enrolled as students may find themselves barred when they seek to join the profession at the end of their three-year study-and-training period.  

The Regulation Board said it might be prepared to overlook one-off minor convictions acquired while an applicant was young, but failure to own up would cast doubt on whether a would-be solicitor was trustworthy and honest.  

Aldridge leaves Capita decapitated Robert Watts looks at the chairman's resignation after the revelation about his loan to Labour and examines the implications for the company he founded  

By Robert Watts  
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How much can happen in a month? Four weeks ago Capita's executive chairman, Rod Aldridge, proudly announced record results for the outsourcing group he created 19 years ago.  

"Capita enters 2006 with confidence,'' Aldridge said bullishly, as he unveiled record profits of pounds 153m and a slug of new contracts.  

"Our operations are performing consistently well, our chosen markets are active and our sales prospects are exciting. Moreover, the ingredients for a successful year are already in place.''  

This weekend the support services giant, best known for running London's hated congestion charge, is in a state of turmoil.  

Aldridge's resignation last Wednesday over his pounds 1m loan to Labour prompted a near 5 per cent fall in Capita's share price.  

Who will replace him when he leaves in July is just one of a myriad of questions about this extraordinary affair.  

Did Aldridge's loan have any bearing on the winning of lucrative contracts by Capita since it was made? Did the non-executive directors know of the loan? And did they or the shareholders call for Aldridge's head? In short, did Aldridge really walk?  

By the end of last week, Capita seemed to be displaying the neurosis of a company under siege. One malicious rumour was that the loan may have been made using company funds. Aldridge's statement said that the decision to lend money was his "personal decision'', but it did not categorically say that it came from his own resources.  

Within two hours of asking Capita for clarification on this matter, this newspaper received a missive from Geraldine Proudler, the solicitor at Olswang who advised the Guardian in its legal battles with Jonathan Aitken and Neil Hamilton.  

She said that "there has been absolutely no misuse of company funds'' at Capita. A statement from a press officer would have sufficed, but Capita felt compelled to spend shareholders' funds on the letter.  

In his own statement last Wednesday, Aldridge said he was stepping down because he didn't want the "misconception'' that his financial backing for the Labour Party had helped Capita win contracts to persist. In all it has won pounds 2.6bn of business since Labour came to power in 1997. Since last year's election, it has won contracts to run IT for the Department of Work and Pensions, the Independent Police Complaints Commission and the administration of driving licences.  

In February, Capita secured a pounds 120m deal to continue representing the Department for Trade & Industry over personal injury claims from miners. At the end of last year it won a contract to administer British Waterways' pension scheme.  

Popular with New Labour though this support services giant is, Capita's record is not without blemish.  

When the group was hired to create a database for the Criminal Records Bureau costs mushroomed from pounds 250m to pounds 400m. It also copped a pounds 3.7m fine after an array of problems with the launch of London's congestion charge. And only last week, the Financial Services Authority fined Capita pounds 300,000 for inadequate internal fraud controls. This follows similar security problems highlighted by the National Audit Office with the Individual Learning Accounts, another Government initiative implemented by Capita.  

Despite Aldridge's close connection with Labour and Capita's chequered record, the company's rivals do not suggest that it receive favouritism from the Government. These contracts would all have gone out to tender.  

"Capita has won contracts and they've failed to win contracts,'' said a senior figure at one of Capita's biggest rivals. "I think the ones they've won they deserved to win, and the ones they lost they deserved to. But, true, it doesn't look great. And the loan will be preying on the minds of politicians and civil servants when other contracts go out to tender in the future.'' This might explain why Capita's shares have dropped so sharply.  

So if there was no conflict of interest, only the perception of one, why did Aldridge go? The company is adamant that he was not pressured to leave, yet the Sunday Telegraph was told late last year that several shareholders were growing increasingly concerned by the company's links with Labour late last year. In particular, they were troubled by Aldridge's pounds 2m donation to one of Tony Blair's flagship city academies in Blackburn. It was also noticed that he was appointed to head a pounds 150m youth volunteering network in December. This was an unpaid post, but it was made two months after the loan was granted.  

However, it is highly unlikely that there was a coordinated effort to oust Aldridge last week. "That would take days. Details of the loan broke on Monday, and he was gone by Thursday morning,'' says a highly respected City figure.  

"Such moves take time and there is no evidence of that. However, it is possible that one or two shareholders or non-execs made their feelings known. It does look awful, a flagrant conflict of interests. Probably best for him to go before these people start making their feelings known.''  

Certainly, Peter Cawdron, Capita's senior non-executive director - who is now tipped to replace Aldridge - has a reputation as a stickler for the rulebook. One has to wonder too what Capita's chief executive, Paul Pindar, felt about his chairman's generosity to his biggest customer, or if he even knew about it. Although the company has flaunted its "contacts across government'', Capita's annual report stresses that it makes no political donations.  

Another individual who loaned money to Labour in the run up to the 2005 general election said yesterday that Aldridge resigned to save himself and Capita from any further criticism. "It was simply because of this [to avoid damaging criticism] that he resigned. No other reason,'' the individual said.  

But this scandal has not just proved damaging for the Labour Party. The Capita story is an astonishing, even astounding tale of wealth creation. For several years it has been one of the most highly rated stocks in one of the most highly rated sectors: support services. Despite last week's fall it still trades at 456.25p, on a multiple of 24 times prospective earnings and yields only 1.6 per cent. Its dividends have grown at a compound rate of 31 per cent in recent years, but the shares peaked at 645p in 2000.  

After leaving school at 16 with five O-levels, Aldridge became a postboy, then trainee accountant, at East Sussex County Council. It was not until he had turned 40 that he organised a pounds 330,000 management buyout of CCS, an obscure consultancy wing of the Chartered Institute of Public Finance and Accountancy, which advised local government on payroll. Today his creation has a market capitalisation of pounds 2.4bn.  

Aldridge owns more than 17m shares in the company, worth pounds 81m. In the past year, he has sold 1m shares worth more than pounds 4m and he retains options over a further 2.4m shares with exercise prices between 71p and 359p.  

Yet this weekend it seems inevitable that Aldridge's legacy will remain forever tarnished by his financial dealings with the Labour Party - a grim lesson perhaps for other businessmen who choose to dabble in the murky world of Westminister.  

Capita chairman quits after criticism of loan to Labour: Aldridge denies company got contracts for favours: Chancellor says backers should not be impugned  
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The Labour loans controversy claimed its first victim yesterday when Rod Aldridge, the head of Capita, the firm that has made millions of pounds from outsourcing public services, decided to quit rather than face further damaging criticism.  

Sources close to Mr Aldridge, who lent Labour pounds 1m at commercial rates after the election, said he was shaken by the degree of criticism in political and media circles about his links with Labour. "This was a straightforward personal decision which he made after looking at the media."  

Mr Aldridge is proposing next month to take a high-profile role with Gordon Brown, the chancellor, by launching a national scheme for a million people to volunteer, and through his personal trust he will boost Tony Blair's city academy programme by up to pounds 4m.  

Following disclosure of his loan to Labour, Mr Aldridge spent much of Wednesday discussing his options with fellow directors on Capita's board, who include Capital Radio's chairman, Peter Cawdron, the venture capitalist Eric Walters, and a former head of Yahoo!'s British arm, Martina King.  

Capita declined to say whether colleagues had encouraged him to resign, though it said there were no calls for change from institutional shareholders in the City. Shares in the company seesawed yesterday, first knocking some pounds 2m off the value of the company and later recover ing slightly. A source insisted that Mr Aldridge's loan, made in October, was motivated by lifelong support for the party: "He's the son of a union rep, he had a crap education and he's achieved. He feels it was against the odds and he wants people to have better opportunities, that's what drives the man."  

Mr Aldridge left school at 16 with five O-levels and took a job as a postboy at East Sussex county council. His fortunes changed when, in 1987, he led a management buyout of a computer consultancy. The move led to the creation of Capita.  

Mr Aldridge said yesterday he was leaving his post as chairman of Capita because of negative publicity surrounding his loan to Labour. In a statement he said: "There have been suggestions that this loan has resulted in the group being awarded government contracts. This is entirely spurious."  

Mr Aldridge, who has a shareholding in Capita worth pounds 72m, received more than pounds 530,000 in annual pay. He sold pounds 7.6m of shares in the company last year.  

Yesterday, the chancellor defended Mr Aldridge, telling the BBC that he was not aware of his decision to step down, but that it was wrong for individuals who supported political parties financially to be "impugned" for doing so. He accepted that recent events, including the row over culture secretary Tessa Jowell and her husband's business affairs, had shaken public trust and action was needed to reassure voters that politics was conducted "above board".  

Mr Brown said: "People should be free to give donations to political parties as well as to charities and other organisations, and their motives for doing so shouldn't be impugned.  

"There is a long-term issue about the decline in trust in politics . . . and I believe at the heart of this is the relationship between the executive and both the public and the legislature in the House of Commons."  

The row over the pounds 13.9m secret donations to Labour showed no sign of waning yesterday. Two parliamentary committees announced details of investigations. Two other people who lent money and were nominated for peerages - Chai Patel, founder of the Priory Clinic, and Sir David Garrard, a property developer - will give evidence to the Commons public administration committee next Tuesday. Lord Levy, Tony Blair's chief fundraiser, has agreed to give evidence in May. The constitutional affairs committee will examine whether the party funding system needs reform.  

Top projects  

Capita has a turnover of pounds 1.4bn a year. It provides public and private outsourced services - IT, finance, admin, running property, recruiting. Some 53% is public: central govt 17%, local govt 22%, education 14%.  

Some big contracts are:  

* 2001 Regeneration for Blackburn council; pounds 190m over 15 years  

* 2002 London's congestion charge; pounds 280m over five years  

* 2002 BBC TV licence enforcement; pounds 500m over 10 years  

* 2003 IT for Criminal Records Bureau; pounds 400m over 10 years  

* 2003 Running teachers' pensions; pounds 62m over seven years  

* 2004 Running miners' compensation; pounds 125m over three years  

* 2004 Dept of Work and Pensions records; pounds 70m over seven years  

Contractor who lent Labour £1m quits over sleaze fears  

By Colin Brown Deputy Political Editor  
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The first head rolled yesterday in the Labour loans scandal when Rod Aldridge announced he was quitting as the head of Capita, the IT company he founded, to stop "spurious" allegations damaging its multimillion-pound contracts with the Government.  

His resignation - the first high-profile victim of the row over Labour's secret £13.9m election fund - led to calls for Gordon Brown to take over early from Tony Blair to clean up Labour's image. The Chancellor yesterday distanced himself from Mr Blair who personally approved the loans scheme and nominated four of the donors for peerages.  

Mr Aldridge was not proposed for any honours, but loaned £1m to the Labour Party at the request of Labour's fundraiser, Lord Levy, to help Mr Blair win a third term at a time when his company was engaged in more than £500m-worth of business from the Government. He was also a key donor for a city academy, and in the spring will chair a new youth volunteering project pioneered by the Chancellor.  

Chris Grayling, the shadow Transport Secretary, tabled a series of questions for ministers about Mr Aldridge's financial connections with the Government 24 hours before he announced he was resigning to stop his company's reputation being questioned.  

"There have been suggestions that this loan has resulted in the group being awarded government contracts. This is entirely spurious," he said. "Whilst anyone who is associated with the public procurement process would understand that this view has no credibility, I do not want this misconception to continue."  

The IT group boasted of its influence across Whitehall, in spite of criticism over its contracts, and claimed to have a "core role" in the reform of public services.  

Criticism of Capita projects included a damning report by the National Audit Office on its bid to create the database for the Criminal Records Bureau, which spiralled in cost from £250m to £400m' delays to a database to check on teachers, operated by Capita, which forced schools to close' and a computer system supplied by Capita for Individual Learning Accounts, which was found to be vulnerable to fraud, leading to massive losses. This week financial watchdogs slapped a £300,000 fine on the Capita Group, which runs the London congestion charge, for failing to spot or block fraudulent transactions.  

In the wake of Mr Aldridge's resignation, Capita's share price dropped from 4693/4pto455p.  

Mr Blair tried to draw a line under the row when he faced Labour's national executive committee at a private meeting this week. A report to Labour MPs from the meeting yesterday revealed that, behind closed doors, members of the NEC raised a series of damaging questions about "loans for peerages", including: why loans were asked for by Lord Levy rather than donations' why this change in fundraising was kept secret' and whether the Labour Party was solvent.  

Yesterday Mr Brown put the blame for the row on Mr Blair, saying: "The Prime Minister is leader of the Labour Party and... he has got to take responsibility for the whole position of the Labour Party's finances as well."  

He added: "I have never involved myself at any time in this business of political donations."  

Some Labour MPs said the time had come for Mr Brown to take over from Mr Blair. "Rod Aldridge appears to have resigned to protect his company's contracts. I think this is far more serious than cash for peerages," said Harry Cohen, a member of the Campaign Group of Labour MPs. "Gordon Brown has got to be cleaner than Tony Blair to give us any chance of winning the next election."  

He said he was worried that Lord Sainsbury, another major donor who also loaned £2m to the party, had gained his position in return for his cash support.  

The Tories rejected Mr Brown's claims not to be involved. Mr Grayling said: "Gordon Brown has said that he didn't know about the loans issue and the financial links between Mr Aldridge and the Labour Party. Yet it now appears that Mr Aldridge has been hired to run the Chancellor's pet project and that his company is heavily involved with another of the Chancellor's favourite schemes - the Child Trust Fund. Mr Brown was also the man who ran the Labour general election campaign which Mr Aldridge part-funded. It beggars belief that the Chancellor knew nothing about what was happening."  

In a further embarrassment for Mr Blair, Lord Levy was called to give evidence to a committee of MPs looking into allegations of honours for loans.  

The House of Commons Public Administration Committee, chaired by Tony Wright, a Labour MP, will also question the Priory Clinics founder, Dr Chai Patel, and the property developer Sir David Garrard, who were both nominated for peerages shortly after they lent large sums to Labour.  

The announcement came as a second cross party parliamentary committee- the Commons Constitutional Affairs Select Committee - revealed it was launching its own inquiry into the way political parties are funded.  

In his effort to draw a line under the sleaze allegations, Mr Blair yesterday appointed Sir John Bourn, the respected Auditor General, to advise him and senior minister son breaches of the ministerial code. It follows the controversy surrounding the Culture Secretary, Tessa Jowell, and allegations relating to her husband, David Mills.  

The contracts  

MARCH 2004  

Contract to handle Customs and Excise recruitment.  

JUNE 2004  

Contract to run information services for the Driving Standards Agency - worth £22m.  

AUGUST 2004  

Contract to handle records management for the DWP -worth £70m  

OCTOBER 2004  

Contract with the DFES to administer the National Strategies for Education, worth £177.5m.  

19 SEPTEMBER 2005  

Contract to deliver IT services to the DWP - no value given.  

15 DECEMBER 2005  

Contract to administer the British Water ways pension scheme - no value given.  

20 FEBRUARY 2006  

£120mcontract to represent the DTI over miners' injury liability claims.  

20 MARCH 2006  

Payroll provision for the Independent Police Complaints Commission - no value given.  

LEADINGARTICLE, PAGE42  

Cawdron tipped for vacant Capita chair   

By Russell Hotten   

500 words

Publication date: 24 March 2006

Source: The Daily Telegraph

Page: 2

(c) 2006 Telegraph Group Limited, London   

PETER Cawdron, the senior non-executive director of Capita, is being tipped as a possible next chairman of the business services company after the sudden resignation of Rod Aldridge over the Labour loans affair.   

Mr Aldridge, founder and executive chairman of Capita, stepped aside yesterday, saying the furore about his pounds 1m loan was harming the company's reputation. The government has awarded Capita several lucrative contracts.   

Capita said there was no pressure from inside or outside the company for Mr Aldridge to go, though a spokesman said no decision had been made on compensating him for loss of office.   

Mr Aldridge will stay as non-executive chairman until the end of July, after which he says he will concentrate on charitable work. The search for a replacement had not yet begun, the spokesman said.   

However, an analyst and a Capita shareholder both said Mr Cawdron was a likely candidate for the role, which will revert to a non-executive chairmanship. "He is pretty busy with other things, but would offer a smooth transition,'' the analyst said.   

Mr Cawdron, who joined Capita in 1997, is chairman of Capital Radio, and a non-executive director of Punch Taverns, Compass, Johnston Press and ARM Holdings.   

Analysts at Panmure Gordon said the publicity would temporarily harm Capita and make winning contracts a little more difficult.   

In a research note, analysts at Deutsche Bank said Mr Aldridge "is extremely well-connected and will undoubtedly be missed by the company.'' They said he had been scaling back his activities and the company was in good hands with chief executive Paul Pindar.   

Mr Aldridge founded Capita in 1984, but the little-known IT firm really began to grow after Labour came to power in 1997. It won several Public-Private Partnership deals, though not all of them have run smoothly.   

The firm was criticised for its management of the Individual Learning Accounts scheme to encourage more adult education, for which it was paid pounds 50m. The scheme was wound up within a year. A contract for handling the Criminal Records Bureau checking service was beset by technical issues. Capita also operates the London congestion charge system.   

Yesterday Mr Aldridge said: "The [company's] reputation is being questioned because of my decision to lend money to the Labour Party ... There have been suggestions that this loan has resulted in the group being awarded government contracts. This is entirely spurious.''   

Mr Aldridge's stake in Capita is worth about pounds 64m.   

The shares fell 14¾ to 455p.   

Fact file   

Rod Aldridge left school at 16 for a job as a post boy in a local council's finance department. He did a correspondence course in accountancy, founded Capita in 1984, floating it in 1991. In 1997 Capita had a turnover of pounds 120m, but that grew to pounds 1.3bn last year on the back of government contracts. Mr Aldridge is reported to be worth about pounds 73m   

Capita co-founder quits over Pounds 1m loan to Labour.  

By CHRISTOPHER ADAMS and SALAMANDER DAVOUDI  
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Rod Aldridge yesterday became the first victim of controversy surrounding Labour's secret loans when he resigned as executive chairman of Capita.  

Mr Aldridge said he was stepping down, just four days after details of his Pounds 1m loan emerged, to save the business he co-founded from the adverse publicity surrounding the loan.  

Capita runs public sector outsourcing contracts such as the Criminal Records Bureau and the London congestion charge.  

Mr Aldridge said: "Capita's reputation is being questioned because of my personal decision to lend money to the Labour Party.There have been suggestions that this loan has resulted in the group being awarded government contracts. This is entirely spurious."  

He will stay on as non-executive chairman until July.  

Mr Aldridge's departure is a further setback for Labour and for 11 other business backers who have been named as having lent a total of Pounds 14m as part of a funding operation run by the party to circumvent the rules on declaration of donations.  

Capita's share price fell 2.6 per cent to 457 3/4p, the sharpest decline in seven months.  

One shareholder said: "I can't see why he needed to go." But Panmure Gordon, the brokerage house, wrote: "The publicity surrounding his loan to the Labour Party has called into question the group's reputation."  

Samuel Johar, chairman of Buchanan Harvey, the head-hunting firm, said: "If Rod had stayed on, Capita could have suffered from public sector organisations distancing themselves when handing out contracts."  

Since the 1989 flotation, when the company was valued at Pounds 8m, its market capitalisation has grown to Pounds 2.8bn and its annual turnover to Pounds 1.4bn. Mr Aldridge owns about 15m Capita shares worth approximately Pounds 67m.  

He is to become chairman of the Russell Commission, a government initiative to develop a national framework on youth engagement.  

The prime minister's spokesman rejected suggestions of a link between Mr Aldridge's loan and Capita's public sector contracts.  

Separately, Downing Street yesterday appointed Sir John Bourn, head of the National Audit Office, to advise ministers over potential conflicts of interest with their financial affairs and to conduct investigations on behalf of the prime minister.  

The role had been performed by the cabinet secretary. Sir John's part-time post is intended to shore up public confidence in Whitehall rules.  

Licensing fiasco leaves guards working illegally  
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Fifty thousand private security guards will be operating illegally next week after a bureaucratic fiasco over licensing (Richard Ford writes). From Monday, it will be illegal to work as, or supply, a guard or CCTV monitor who does not have a licence from the Security Industry Authority. But a huge backlog of last minute applications has built up. Each takes at least six weeks to process as checks are made with the Criminal Records Bureau and with the Passport Office to confirm that the applicant has the right to work in Britain.  

Unlicensed guards could be jailed for six months or fined up to Pounds 5,000 and their employers jailed for up to five years. It could also put criminal cases at risk as evidence from CCTV cameras would be inadmissable if the operator were unlicensed.  

(c) Times Newspapers Ltd, 2006   
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THE prospect of the taxpayer footing much of the bill for party politics moved significantly closer yesterday after Labour and the Conservatives announced their plans for "cleaning up'' politics.  

Lord Falconer, the Lord Chancellor, said political parties are to be required to disclose any loans they receive in future, while Downing Street said an independent review of party funding would look at the case for state funding of the parties in return for a cap on the size of donations.  

David Cameron, the Conservative leader, announced that he wanted state funding to replace the million-plus donations the major parties now relied on to fund their general election campaigns and day-to-day operations.  

Mr Cameron, who commissioned an internal study on party funding soon after he became leader, said he wanted to play a "constructive, positive role'' in restoring trust in politics.  

The Conservative package includes:  

A limit on donations from individuals, trade unions, corporations and institutions of, initially, pounds 50,000.  

Tax relief on donations of up to pounds 3,000.  

Banning all loans to parties, except from financial institutions on fully commercial terms, overseen by the Electoral Commission.  

Extra state funding based on the votes a party received at the previous general election.  

Reductions in the cost of politics by reducing the spending on general election campaigns from pounds 20 million to pounds 15 million, abolishing regional assemblies, limiting special advisers and considering reducing the number of MPs.  

Reforming the honours system and appointments to the House of Lords.  

Under the Tory plans, eligible parties would receive an annual payment of 60p for each vote they got at the preceding general election. During an election year it would be doubled to pounds 1.20.  

The lenders  

LABOUR released its list of 12 individuals who lent the party nearly pounds 14 million before last year's general election ahead of a potentially explosive meeting today of Labour's ruling National Executive Committee.  

Its members are furious at being kept in the dark about the policy of extracting money from lenders, some of whom were then recommended for seats in the Lords.  

Among those whose names had not previously appeared in the press as a lender was Rod Aldridge, the executive chairman of The Capita Group plc, who loaned pounds 1 million.  

His company has numerous public contracts.  

Four of those listed - Dr Chai Patel, chief executive of the Priory health group ( pounds 1.5 million), Sir David Garrard, a property developer ( pounds 2.3 million), Barry Townsley, a stockbroker ( pounds 1 million) and Sir Gulam Noon ( pounds 250,000), a fast food magnate - were recommended for peerages by Tony Blair.  

But the nominations were blocked by the independent House of Lords Appointments Commission, which has to satisfy itself that there is no link between financial contributions and subsequent nominations to the Lords.  

Labour also insists that there was no link between the loans and the four nominations for peerages.  

Rod Aldridge  

pounds 1 million  

Executive chairman of Capita, a company whose reputation and wealth are inextricably bound to the whims of Whitehall.  

His business is outsourcing -bidding for and taking on contracts from the public sector and the company has won almost as many brickbats as bouquets for its handling of sensitive Government issues.  

The company's contract for handling the Criminal Records Bureau checking service was beset by technical issues, and strongly criticised by MPs due to rising costs. Capita also runs the Congestion Charging Scheme, which was also technically problematic. The company incurred some financial penalties for the performance of the scheme, but denied it had been fined. It also collects the BBC's licence fee.  

Other high-profile problems have included the Individual Learning Accounts scheme. In 2000 Capita was appointed as the ILA customer service provider following a competitive tender exercise. The scheme, which cost pounds 273 million - pounds 70 million more than its budget - was run by Capita on behalf of the Government.  

It was wound up in England in November 2001 following allegations of fraud.  

The following year a damning report by the National Audit Office said the scheme was introduced too quickly and without proper security measures.  

Mr Aldridge, 58, the son of a metal worker, left school at 16 with five O-levels, but is now a multimillionaire. Last year he sold pounds 7.64 million of shares, much of which he is understood to be using to complete a divorce settlement from his wife Jacqui. Despite this sale, Mr Aldridge retained shares worth pounds 60 million. He was awarded the OBE in 1994, and is a trustee of the Prince's Trust.  

Richard Caring  

pounds 2 million  

Clothing magnate and restaurant owner who is said to be worth around pounds 300 million. He owns the fashionable Ivy restaurant in central London. He has a reputation for ostentatious gestures such as paying pounds 190,000 at a charity auction to have dinner with Elton John and buying a Ferrari for retailer Philip Green on his 50th birthday.  

Sir David Garrard pounds 2.3 million  

Founder of the London commercial estate agents Garrard Smith and Partners and the property company Land Investors. After he sold both his and his family's stake in the latter he founded the Minerva property group with Andrew Rosenfeld (see below).  

Knighted in the 2003 New Year's honours list for services to charity work. Has given more than pounds 2.5 million through his own educational trust. He was recommended for a peerage but has asked to have his name removed.  

Gordon Crawford pounds 500,000  

Founded London Bridge Software Holdings in 1987. In 2004 he is said to have made pounds 76 million from the sale of the company. He has a 6,000-acre Scottish estate and a large property portfolio.  

Sir Christopher Evans  

pounds 1 million  

The founder and chairman of Merlin Biosciences Ltd, one of Europe's largest venture capital firms specialising in life sciences. The businesses he has founded have a combined value of around pounds 1 billion and employ around 2,000 people.  

Nigel Morris  

pounds 1 million  

The co-founder and former president of Capital One Financial Corporation and a governor of the London School of Economics. He has served as a non-executive director of the Economist Group.  

Sir Gulam Noon pounds 250,000  

His food company Noon Products, which provides authentic Indian and chilled frozen foods to the main supermarkets, has an annual turnover of pounds 90 million. He was knighted in 2002 for his contribution to business and society. He was recommended for a peerage but the nomination was blocked.  

Dr Chai Patel  

pounds 1.5 million  

Dr Patel is one of Labour's favourite health gurus who has advised the Government on private sector involvement in the NHS. Trained as a doctor, he went on to found private health care companies Court Cavendish and Westminster health care which then bought Priory Healthcare - which runs homes best known as refuges for troubled celebrities. He was recommended for a peerage by Mr Blair but his nomination was blocked.  

Andrew Rosenfeld pounds 1 million  

Together with Sir David Garrard, Mr Rosenfeld carved out a hugely successful career at the property group Minerva. Last year his personal fortune was estimated at pounds 79 million.  

Lord Sainsbury  

pounds 2 million  

A member of the supermarket dynasty - he was chairman of J Sainsbury and a director of Giant Food Inc until July 1998 - and is now Tony Blair's minister for science and innovation at the Department for Trade and Industry. He became Lord Sainsbury of Turville in October 1997, five months after Labour came to power.  

Barry Townsley  

pounds 1 million  

A leading City stockbroker who sponsored the Hillingdon City Academy with pounds 1.5 million of private funding. He sold his own stockbroking firm several years ago but has a stake, said to be worth several millions, in the Stock Exchange itself. He was the first of the four lenders who were nominated for peerages by Mr Blair to ask to have his name removed from the list. He told friends that getting a peerage was not worth the price in negative publicity.  

Derek Tullett  

pounds 400,000  

President of Tullett Liberty Ltd, one of the world's leading financial wholesale brokers. He founded Tullett & Riley Co Ltd with 21 staff in 1971 and subsequently built it into an international brokerage group with 18 offices in 18 countries. He is a founding patron of the Olive Tree scholarship programme which brings Israeli and Palestinian students together to study at the City University in London.  

Tough new checks on sex offenders unveiled: Bill to protect children goes further than expected: Centralised vetting system to operate from 2008  
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A further five sex offenders are to be barred from working with children, the education secretary, Ruth Kelly, said yesterday as she unveiled legislation to set up a vetting and barring system for those who work with children and vulnerable adults.  

Criminal record checks are shortly to become mandatory for all new staff appointed to schools and colleges, including those from supply agencies, as part of an interim package to bridge the gap until the new central vetting and barring scheme can be implemented from 2008.  

The scheme, which was promised after the 2004 official inquiry into the Soham murders, was accelerated after a row in January triggered by claims that ministers had cleared sex offenders to work in schools. Ms Kelly disclosed the five further cases in an update to MPs on the results of a departmental "trawl" which had shown that 88 known sex offenders had not been banned from working in schools since 1997 because they did not pose a current risk to to children.  

Two of the five have been identified by the police since January as being on the sex offenders register but not on List 99 - those banned from working in schools. The other three were from a batch of 13 cases on which ministers or officials had decided not to impose a work ban.  

Ms Kelly's admission came in her announcement to MPs of a tighter than expected vetting and barring scheme. Employers who fail to carry out criminal records checks on those they employ to work with children or vulnerable adults are to face fines of up to pounds 5,000. The most serious cases, where there is evidence of collusion, could lead to prison sentences of up to five years. Sex offenders who seek to work with children or vulnerable adults will also face the threat of fines or prison if they apply for such jobs.  

Introducing the safeguarding vulnerable groups bill, Ms Kelly said it would unify all the different lists of those who were barred and transfer the decision to ban somebody from working from ministers to an independent board. Parents will be able to make online checks on whether would-be care workers, nannies, music or private tutors were barred from working with children. The shadow education secretary, David Willetts, said the disclosure that five further individuals were to be banned confirmed loopholes in the system despite Ms Kelly's assurances there was no cause for concern. But Sir Michael Bichard, who chaired the Soham inquiry, welcomed the legislation.  

SocietyGuardian.co.uk/children >  

Main points  

* Ban on all those convicted or cautioned for a sex offence working with children and vulnerable adults  

* Instant online checks on status of would-be nannies, music teachers, care workers and tutors  

* Employers who take on people without making checks face fines of up to pounds 5,000  

* New centralised list run by Criminal Records Bureau  

* Independent board, not ministers, takes final decision on who can work  

Parents can check online if nanny or tutor is on abuse list  

Alexandra Frean, Social Affairs Correspondent  
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PARENTS will for the first time be able to check whether such people as music teachers, private tutors or nannies are barred from working with children under measures designed to protect young people and vulnerable adults from abuse.  

The provision is included in the Safeguarding Vulnerable Groups Bill, which was published yesterday and which confirmed that a central unit is to be set up that will draw up a single list of all the people banned from working with children or vulnerable adults in England and Wales.  

The vetting and barring unit, which will be run by the Criminal Records Bureau in the Home Office, will combine in one place for the first time all the existing information on people working with children. It will include the current List 99 of unsuitable teachers and the Protection of Children Act lists of unsuitable childcare workers.  

It will also include the equivalent lists drawn up in Scotland and Northern Ireland and create a new list of people barred from working with vulnerable adults, such as those with severe disabilities.  

Staff operating internet chat rooms used by children will have to be vetted The Bill follows the row which engulfed Ruth Kelly, the Education Secretary, in January after revelations that her department had cleared a number of sex offenders to work in schools.  

In a statement to MPs yesterday that accompanied the Bill, Ms Kelly announced the results of a review into these cases by Sir Roger Singleton, the former head of Barnardo's. She disclosed that three out of 46 individuals on the Sex Offenders Register whom ministers had judged as not posing sufficient risk to be included on List 99 were judged by Sir Roger as to have merited inclusion. In addition, there were two individuals who were on the Sex Offenders Register who should have automatically been put on List 99 but were not.  

In an effort to prevent a recurrence, the new rules will remove responsibility for barring a worker from ministers and civil servants and transfer it to an independent board of experts.  

Employers will face fines of up to Pounds 5,000 if they hire an adult who has not been properly vetted and could face prison if they hire someone they know to be barred from working with vulnerable groups. The same penalties will be applied to employees, who will all be required to apply for a vetting and barring disclosure.  

Ms Kelly said that the measures would bring "root and branch" reform to the vetting system, which will be opened up to parents for the first time.  

"Parents employing anyone to work closely with their children will be able to check the information they need as a result of this important reform. Anyone who employs a nanny or private tutor for example, will get the extra reassurance they need," she said.  

Parents wanting to check on a music teacher or a home help for an elderly relative will be able to check their name on an online database for free, but must get the person's permission first.  

The measures will come into force next year. In the meantime, those with convictions or cautions for sex offences will be banned from working with children.  

The proposals have been drawn up in response to Sir Michael Bichard's inquiry into Ian Huntley, the Soham murderer. Huntley, a school caretaker, was convicted of murdering Jessica Chapman and Holly Wells in 2003. He had had a string of sexual encounters with underage girls, but police had taken no formal action.  

The new system would be likely to pick up someone such as Huntley because the database, to be run by the IT firm Capita, will store "soft information" that stops short of a caution or conviction.  

David Willetts, the Shadow Secretary of State for Education, said he was concerned the reforms would not be in place for up to four years.  

"Promising to act urgently in 2004 and finally having a system up and running in 2010 is just not good enough," he said. "It will not calm the fears of many parents."  

Campaigners representing children and vulnerable adults welcomed the new measures but expressed concerns about the difficulty of vetting of overseas workers.  

(c) Times Newspapers Ltd, 2006   
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From Mr Dave Prentis.   

Sir, Once again PPP Forum, voice of the private finance initiative industry, is manipulating the evidence to fit its case.   

Jonathan Hills (Letters, February 28) has omitted the National Audit Office conclusion that "it is not possible to judge whether these projects could have achieved these results using a different procurement route" and conveniently ignored the many PFI projects that have run over time and cost (Channel tunnel rail link; Passport Office; Criminal Records Bureau; GCHQ; Edinburgh Royal infirmary; National Air Traffic Services).   

The disastrously high costs of PFI for hospitals are now coming to light. For example, auditors have shown that the technically insolvent Queen Elizabeth hospital in Greenwich is paying Pounds 9m more each year for PFI than for conventional procurement.   

We need to take a long hard look at PFI to see whether it is delivering value for money. And surely one lesson from Wembley is that modern procurement can ensure that construction risks are passed to the builder, without resorting to the complexity and additional costs of PFI-type schemes.   

Dave Prentis,   

General Secretary,   

Unison,   

WC1H 9AJ   

Councils tell heads to have all teachers checked: The outcry about sex offenders in schools has sparked a costly and controversial exercise  

Steve McCormack  
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In the week when the government is expected to publish a bill to tighten the system ensuring sex offenders do not work in schools, confusion reigns among local education authorities about the key safeguards.  

The legislation pulls together a series of measures announced last month by Ruth Kelly, the education secretary, in the wake of a rash of newspaper revelations about sex offenders who had secured teaching jobs in schools, sometimes with the approval of ministers.  

The central plank in the new, streamlined arrangements - which remove ministers entirely from future decisions - is a guarantee that the names of all convicted or cautioned sex offenders will automatically be entered on List 99, the Department for Education and Skills register of people barred from working in schools. It will also be mandatory for schools to carry out Criminal Records Bureau checks on all new staff, common practice in schools since the CRB came into existence in 2002.  

But it has emerged recently that some education authorities are, unilaterally, taking the CRB element a substantial stage further. They are insisting that their schools run checks on all staff, including those who've been in place for years.  

This runs contrary to guidance issued by the DfES in the aftermath of Kelly's announcement, when it became clear that headteachers and many officials in local government needed clarification on their responsibilities. A letter from the head of the Safeguarding Children group at the DfES to chief education officers in local government states, in bold type, that "there will continue to be no requirement to obtain a disclosure [CRB check] on existing staff".  

Despite this, a growing number of councils are asking schools to conduct blanket checks. "We think we know our communities and parents better than central government," says Chris Wynn from Derby city council. He says "alarm and confusion" in the tabloid newspapers in the past couple of months were partly responsible for his decision to order the checks, but he thinks it right that Derby has gone one step further and is "ahead of the game".  

His sole motivation, he says, is to pro tect children and he believes existing arrangements do not ensure that teachers employed before the CRB was created are safe to work with children. It is costing Derby pounds 100,000 to carry out the checks, money that is coming from the schools' existing budgets.  

The situation is mirrored in Knowsley, Barnsley, Bridgend and Hull, while councillors in Yorkshire's East Riding are taking an even tougher position. Not only are they demanding that all 156 schools carry out checks on every single teacher, assistant and governor, but also that they repeat the process every three years.  

They have sent out bundles of CRB forms to headteachers requiring teachers to produce documentary proof of identity, which schools are responsible for verifying, and list current and previous addresses, going back five years.  

The forms must then be sent to the CRB, so that civil servants can carry out a confidential investigation into each individual. This entails a search of the police national computer to look for evidence of a criminal record and consultations with local, and if necessary international, police forces to uncover any additional intelligence, even if this has not led to prosecution. Every police force now has a so-called disclosure officer to assist the CRB in this way.  

It can be a lengthy procedure and, since the CRB charges pounds 34 for each check, a typical secondary school in East Riding is fac ing expenditure of up to pounds 4,000. This in an area where the education authority, on the front page of its own website, labels itself one of the worst funded in the country. John Mager, the council's director of Children, Families and Adult Services, vigorously defends the policy. "If this exercise uncovers just one member of staff who shouldn't be working with children, then I will be pleased," he says.  

However, some heads in East Riding are digging their heels in and ignoring the council's instructions. David Rose, head of Hessle high school, near Hull, who has 175 teachers and support staff, is angry that he's been given no money to carry out something he regards as unnecessary. "I've left the forms in a pile by my secretary," he says. Rose is particularly con cerned that the local authority seems to be going against the advice from the DfES. "There comes a point when you ask yourself how valuable these checks on existing staff are," he says.  

Barry Davies, head of nearby Bridlington school sports college, has somewhat reluctantly complied with East Riding's instructions, at a cost to his school of pounds 3,500. But he questions whether it has increased the safety of children. "No school can really afford to spend money on something that is not essential," he says.  

At the heart of this argument is not whether schools and local authorities should take steps to ensure children are protected, but whether existing safeguards and those in place before 2002 guarantee that present staff are safe to be with children.  

The DfES says they do, and it is strongly supported by Sue Kirkham, president of the Association of School and College Leaders, and until this year a secondary head herself. For decades, she argues, all newly appointed teachers have been subject to a local police check. So there is no question of any teachers having been appointed without investigation.  

In the event that someone appointed before 2002 subsequently committed an offence, or did anything inappropriate that came to the attention of the police, that fact would immediately be communicated to their employer. This has always been common practice, says Kirkham.  

"We have advised all our members that they do not have to instigate new CRB checks for existing staff," she says, adding that if a head has doubts about an individual, a one-off check can be carried out.  

Chris Keates, general secretary of the National Association of Schoolmasters/ Union of Women Teachers, says an "appalling waste of money" is depriving schools of resources needed for teaching, and undermining parental confidence by suggesting that every teacher, however well established, is a potential threat.  

Local authorities such as Derby and East Riding, however, believe that only a fresh CRB check can ensure someone is not hiding an incidence of aberrant behaviour in a distant place in the distant past.  

While the disagreement continues, though, it's clear the CRB is in for an increased workload. Although it will not comment, its concern is evident on the front page of its website. It stresses the government's instruction that checks on existing staff are not required, and asks all organisations to contact the CRB if the frequency or number of applications is likely to rise.  

A media frenzy forced Ruth Kelly to tighten the rules Photograph: Dan Chung  

Why checks are always in fashion When engaging a tutor it's sensible to play it safe, says Mylene Curtis   
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Despite the fact that one in four families employ a private tutor at some stage in their children's education, tutoring is an unregulated industry. Unlike teachers who work in schools, private tutors do not need to have a Criminal Records Bureau check, or even a university degree, to teach.   

Given recent controversy about sex offenders in schools, how can parents ensure that those calling themselves tutors are reputable professionals? If parents choose to hire a tutor directly rather than through an agency, there are myriad checks that they will need to understand and undertake on their own. If a tutor has been employed via a reputable, professional agency, it should have performed these checks on the client's behalf.   

What exactly are these checks, and which is the one that really counts?   

Police check This will have "National Identification Service'' at the top of the form and is performed by a local police department. It will disclose convictions only in the local area. If someone has been convicted of a crime elsewhere, this check will not pick it up and is therefore insufficient for work with children.   

Standard CRB disclosure This check is performed by the Criminal Records Bureau, an executive agency of the Home Office. It will compare a person's details with those held on the Police National Computer (name, driver's licence number, National Insurance number, date and place of birth as well as a five-year address history) and identify any criminal convictions, but not allegations or cautions. This disclosure will also check if the person is on List 99 (see next item). This is a check for people who work around children (eg school secretaries) but is not sufficient for those who work in direct contact with them, such as teachers and tutors.   

List 99 Maintained by the Department for Education and Skills, this is a record of convicted sex offenders and any others permanently excluded from working in schools.   

Enhanced CRB disclosure This is the most thorough and comprehensive check available and is designed for people in direct contact with children, such as teachers or tutors. It is the only check that interrogates not only the national police database and List 99, but also local police departments, which is an important additional step. In the local searches, police are asked to reveal any "additional information'' that may make the tutor unsuitable for work with children. For example, if the person has a history of allegations in any area or, indeed, cautions for sexual or other offences, the "additional information'' in the enhanced disclosure will reveal it. The check is valid for three years.   

Parents need to be aware of both the risk and the red tape involved in hiring a self-employed independent tutor, rather than one who comes through an agency or school. The main problem is that even though parents can request an enhanced CRB, they will not be able to view its "additional information'' section.   

This section ought to be blank, indicating that no cautions have been issued or allegations made, but this "additional information'' is available only to the school or agency that originally requested the check, and not to the tutor or parent. The fact that a reputable agency will screen enhanced CRBs for additional information is a major reason why finding a tutor through an agency is a safer and more convenient option than hiring an individual tutor who advertises on a local or web-based notice-board.   

How do parents ensure the agency is reputable and established, especially as the agencies themselves are unregulated?   

Choose an agency that is a CRB-registered body (ask it for its registration number).   

Confirm that the agency requires enhanced CRBs of its tutors (as opposed to ordinary CRBs or police checks).   

Ask what the agency's policy is when the tutor has "additional information''. Does it categorically eliminate all tutors with any allegations or cautions and require that this section be blank? Or is there a grey area, where it makes exceptions?   

Ask whether the agency requires the tutors to have degrees in the subjects they teach and/or teaching certificates.   

Ask how long the tutors have been tutoring through them.   

Do the tutors have references?   

Are the tutors qualified? As well as having a degree in the subject they teach and/or teaching certificates, they should have successful experience of teaching one to one.   

Despite all these precautions, parents should resist paranoia. Sex offences are relatively rare. Finding a qualified and experienced tutor through an agency that has been in business for several years and which abides by the policies above could be an excellent investment in your child's future.   

Mylene Curtis is managing director of Fleet Tutors. See   www.fleet-tutors.co.uk   or telephone 0845 644 5452.   

Teacher trapped in crime check chaos  

By Liz Lightfoot Education Correspondent  

333 words

Publication date: 24 February 2006

Source: The Daily Telegraph

Page: 3

(c) 2006 Telegraph Group Limited, London  

A FRENCH-language teacher who wants to join her grandson on a school trip to France has pulled out due to a problem with criminal records checks.  

Schools can no longer accept checks done on behalf of other employers. And Anne Colley, a teacher for 40 years, was told she must travel more than 200 miles to Crowborough, East Sussex, on a weekday for a records check at her grandson's primary school. The local council said it could not accept the check being done by her employers in Manchester.  

"It's extremely sad because I don't like to let my grandson down,'' she said. "But it's a difficult journey and it's totally ridiculous that two record checks on the same person have to be done in different parts of the country when it is supposed to be a national check.''  

Mrs Colley, who now works as a teacher trainer at Manchester Metropolitan University, is being checked under a rolling programme because she frequently visits schools.  

The university applied last month to the Criminal Records Bureau which charges pounds 34, going up to pounds 36 in April. But East Sussex county council says Mrs Colley must present her documents in person so it can submit its own application.  

A council spokesman said it was responding to fresh guidance from Ruth Kelly, the Education Secretary, after the revelation last month that her department had allowed sex offenders to continue to work in schools because of flaws in the vetting system.  

Miss Kelly has overturned the advice that schools need not re-apply for disclosure certificates on staff moving jobs within the same local education authority, even when the authority applied for the check in the first place.  

The position has been further complicated by an announcement by the bureau that from April 1 it will no longer offer a "portability service'' under which employers can check existing disclosure forms.  

'Scandal' of home tutors hired with no vetting  

By Liz Lightfoot Education Correspondent  
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AN URGENT review of the home tutor industry was demanded yesterday after it emerged that most agencies do not carry out police checks.  

All but a handful of the firms sending tutors into people's homes say they do not check their backgrounds with the Criminal Records Bureau (CRB) because the system is too cumbersome and expensive.  

Under the present law they are under no obligation to do so and neither parents nor the tutors can independently apply to the bureau, which deals only with people and organisations registered to receive confidential information.  

"The majority of parents would not have dreamt that the agencies were not vetting tutors properly before sending them out for one-to-one sessions with children,'' said Margaret Morrissey, the spokesman for the National Confederation of Parent and Teacher Associations. "It is scandalous and yet another hole in the vetting procedure that Ruth Kelly [the Education Secretary] must deal with as a matter of urgency.''  

Miss Kelly is reviewing the vetting procedures after it emerged last month that teachers on the sex offenders register are being allowed to work in schools by ministers and officials in her department.  

More than a quarter of 11- to 18-year-olds have had home tutoring at some point during their schooling, according to the Institute of Education. The fastest growing market, according to the institute's research, is with primary-aged children whose parents want them to do well in school entrance examinations and the national curriculum tests at seven and 11.  

It is not known how many tutors are operating in Britain as there are no centrally held figures.  

Teachers who have joined schools or colleges since the CRB was established in 2002 are likely to have a criminal record disclosure form to show parents. A lot of tutors, however, are young graduates who are not allowed to apply to the bureau for clearance as the agencies must do it on their behalf.  

Clive West, one of the directors of Any Subject, an agency employing thousands of tutors throughout Britain, said it did not check staff through the bureau because it took too long. The agency demanded two references which they checked when necessary, he said, and insisted that children were chaperoned.  

Some agencies use CRB checks and references, such as Fleet Tutors, which is based in Hampshire. Mylene Curtis, its managing director, said parents did not realise that private tuition agencies did not have to be registered with the CRB.  

"If they ask then they will find that a lot of agencies do not vet staff with the CRB and some do not even check references,'' she said.  

A spokesman for the Department for Education said Miss Kelly was considering giving parents access to on-line information about tutors' backgrounds.  

llightfoot@telegraph.co.uk  

Colleges take up the gauntlet on criminal checks: Staff vetting guidelines in further education are 'a dog's dinner', but principals are playing safe  
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In her House of Commons statement seeking to reassure parents that their children are properly protected from sex offenders in school, the education secretary, Ruth Kelly, made no reference to further education. Those who work in colleges are used to such omissions. Often FE is included by implication in ministerial utterances, even if not actually mentioned.  

It is pretty clear that Kelly would have intended her expressed commitment to children's safety to be taken to cover minors in colleges. The government has been pushing to increase the numbers of 14- to 16-year-olds who spend part of their week in a college rather than in school. And there are more youngsters in the 16-18 age group in colleges than in schools.  

But the regulations for colleges regarding the vetting of staff are different from those that apply to schools.  

If the procedures for keeping sex offenders from working in schools are confusing, the situation in colleges is worse, according to many involved in human resources in colleges. "It's a real dog's dinner . . . a nightmare," declared one with a good overview of the sector.  

The official view from the Association of Colleges is that its members "are in a strong position regarding the safety of students in relation to staff and Criminal Records Bureau (CRB) checks". But, says its employment policy manager, Evan Williams, "further guidance would be welcome in the further education sector".  

A key difference, he points out, is that everyone working in a school has to be checked, but that does not apply in colleges. In FE institutions, those people hired to positions "in which the normal duties involve regular contact with children under the age of 18" should be checked, according to guidance published by the Department for Education and Skills in May 2002.  

What about existing staff - those who were in post before the CRB started operations in 2002?  

The guidance makes clear that employees who had not been doing a job in colleges requiring them to be checked against the DfES's List 99 - people barred from working in schools - should not be required to be CRB checked, unless employers "have grounds for concern about the person's suitability to work with children".  

That guidance, though issued under the heading "strongly recommended", is being ignored by colleges. The vast majority, says Williams, are getting all employees checked by the CRB. He prefers to talk about colleges taking the DfES's guidance "a step beyond", rather than defying it.  

In the next couple of weeks, the governors at City College, Norwich, for instance, will consider proposals for all staff to undergo CRB checks.  

The principal, Dick Palmer, says that this suggestion was made by Ofsted inspectors in the course of a light-touch inspection before Christmas. "Because there has been no guidance, colleges have come to this decision at different times and for different reasons."  

Sarah Meelan, director of human resources at Suffolk College, Ipswich, says that the DfES guidance is not helpful, and she questions the implication that List 99 checks were sufficient for people employed before 2002. "Our concern about the validity of List 99 led us to think that we should use the CRB process more."  

The college aims to get all staff "CRBed" and about 60% of them have been through the process. The potential problem colleges face is that staff cannot be checked without their cooperation. It is the individual who makes an application to the CRB for "disclosure", not the employing organisation, though it receives a copy of the ensuing report, sent direct to it.  

Supposing a member of staff who has been working for years in a college in an administrative role, out of contact with under-18s, should refuse. What then? Meelan accepts that there is a legal difficulty here with staff whose contracts have not required CRB checks.  

"You can get round it in a number of ways. You can reach an agreement with the trades unions. They've given unconditional support for checking."  

This agreement effectively varies working terms and conditions so that, ultimately, the college can sack anyone who refuses to undergo a check, Meelan says. "Nobody, so far, has refused."  

Every member of staff at South Birmingham College has been checked by the CRB, says its principal, Alan Birks. It took a year. Three of the 1,000 full- and part-time employees checked have been dismissed.  

"We have flushed out some people who had criminal records that they hadn't disclosed voluntarily. "We had people who had records of domestic violence. We had to let these people go. We had to make sure that our students and everybody in college were not exposed to people with a violent nature.  

"We're not talking about the odd incident. We're talking in some cases about people with a bit of a track record. They were in support-staff positions, but they were in proximity to young students."  

Where the CRB checks reveal any cautions or convictions, risk assessment and a judgment must be made, says Birks. A person might be sacked if a past action "in the view of right-minded people" would bring the college into disrepute.  

"If somebody had been kerb crawling, that's a person you might not want around your college, but if somebody streaked for a prank 25 years ago, you would have to judge whether they posed a risk."  

For Birks, the issue is plain. In his view no member of staff has the right to refuse being CRB checked.  

"In general, we would approve of CRB checks," says Paul Mackney, general secretary of the lecturers' union, Natfhe, which is merging with the Association of University Teachers to form University and College Union (UCU). But if an individual is found to have a hitherto undisclosed matter on their record from many years before, the union would expect them to have the chance to put their case.  

According to one senior union official with long experience of advising members facing disciplinary process, it would not be uncommon for checks on older members of staff to reveal past issues that were not viewed so seriously then as they would be today. "For instance, in the late 1960s and early 70s, there was quite a lot of fraternising between young college lecturers just out of university and students who might be 17, 18 or 19," he said. Should something that was not regarded as the strict taboo it has now become be punishable 40 years later?  

No amount of staff checking will eradicate the big nightmare that occasionally keeps senior managers awake at night. How do you protect minors in college from adult students who might have harmful intent? A big difference between colleges and schools is that the former cater for students of all ages above 14.  

Colleges carefully segregate their 14- to 16-year-olds, but slightly older students can find themselves in mixed-age classes. Indeed, the presence of older students in a class is widely seen to have a beneficial effect on adolescents. In a big, busy college it is impossible to keep student groups absolutely apart. They will go to the canteen, for instance, or the library.  

"Even if you do segregate them, because they see each other in communal areas, there's nothing to stop some paedophile striking up a conversation with a young person," says Brian Mather, head of human resources at Hopwood Hall College, Rochdale.  

Should all students be checked? All principals who spoke to Education Guardian thought this unfeasible and - at pounds 36 for each CRB check - too expensive.  

"There's no guidance on how we should tackle that issue," says Mather.  

Ruth Kelly promises more comprehensive checks on school staff in her statement to the House of Commons Photograph: PA  
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All sex offenders will be barred from working in schools, the education secretary, Ruth Kelly, announced yesterday as she sought to end a career-threatening row by unveiling a tougher than expected set of streamlined regulations.  

The plans announced to MPs - along with her "deep regrets" for parental anxiety over the past 10 days of media revelations - will include an automatic ban from working with children for anyone convicted or cautioned of a child sex offence or serious offence against adults.  

Though the shadow education secretary, David Willetts, served notice last night that he plans to harry Ms Kelly on details of the 88 sex offenders' cases she reported on yesterday - and to hold her to belated reform pledges - Labour and Liberal Democrat MPs accepted that she had finally "got a grip on the problem".  

Most eyecatching was Ms Kelly's announcement - coming after 10 days for officials to make sure their figures were right - that there had been 10 discretionary decisions since 1997 of the kind that first triggered the row over Paul Reeve, a Norfolk teacher. Five of them were in 2005. "It was very detailed and honest, an excellent statement," said David Chaytor, a Labour critic of her secondary school reforms.  

No 10 told reporters the prime minister called her statement and performance "excellent" and again made plain that her job was not in danger.  

Ms Kelly has been under pressure since the controversy broke early last week. Rumours circulating among women ministers that Ms Kelly may have been distracted by another pregnancy are categorically denied by her staff.  

Ms Kelly confirmed that legislation would be introduced next month implementing the recommendations of the post-Soham Bichard report, creating a new independent panel of experts to take over decision-making about who should be barred from working with children.  

The panel will be chaired by the former Barnado's chief, Sir Roger Singleton. Central to the package is a single vetting list for all people working with children. At present there are four lists relating to sex offenders working with children and vulnerable adults. Ms Kelly announced plans to create one computer list, a centralised vetting and barring list (VBS), which she said will take 18 months to implement in full.  

The next steps will be taken through a new bill - the safeguarding of vulnerable groups bill - to be published next month.  

Teachers' leaders welcomed the measures but warned their ultimate success would depend on the ability of the Criminal Records Bureau (CRB) to handle the volume of extra checks. The bureau will have to improve its performance to avoid a repeat of its launch crisis in 2002 when a huge backlog led to many staff not being cleared to start work at the beginning of term, they pointed out. The deci sion to hand over final responsibility for borderline decisions about some staff to an independent body also won approval.  

With some Labour MPs privately blaming schools and supply agencies for cutting corners, Ms Kelly made plain they would be required to make mandatory checks through the CRB before teachers could be offered work "to ensure all employers make appointments in full knowledge of the facts".  

The DfES admitted in its 28-page review that the new arrangements would generate demand for additional checks on top of the existing annual total of 2.9m but said it "should not cause a problem".  

The Tories seized on figures released by Ms Kelly which showed that 88 convicted sex offenders were still allowed to work in schools in England and Wales, including the 10 whom ministers decided should not be included on List 99.  

Like most of the 88, these offenders are not teaching, and Ms Kelly said that all but 13, whom police are still investigating, are considered to pose no risk to children.  

Ed Davey, the Liberal Democrat spokesman, offered active cooperation on reform, but Mr Willetts warned MPs that the crisis has caused irreparable damage to Ms Kelly.  
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* Automatic ban from working with children for all people convicted or cautioned of any child sex offence or serious offence against adults. Ms Kelly plans to bar all those who are convicted or cautioned for any sexual offences against children or serious offences against adults. Individual teachers will have the right to appeal but they will have to prove they do not pose a risk to children.  

* A single vetting list to replace the four lists relating to sex offenders working with children and vulnerable adults. Ms Kelly announced plans to create a centralised vetting and barring list which would take 18 months to implement in full.  

* Mandatory Criminal Records Bureau checks for all school staff, including those supplied by teaching agencies, . will become compulsory, revealing convictions, cautions and reprimands.  

* A panel of experts will take over the decision-making process from ministers. Led by Sir Roger Singleton, the former chief executive of Barnado's, the panel will be made up of child protection experts and oversee the vetting process as well as advising ministers on decisions. It will review all cases involving a sexual offence or allegation which did not result on the person being barred from teaching in schools.  

* Improved training for DfES officials who vet those wanting to work with children. It has been reported that some officials only had a few days training before making decisions on complex cases.  

* Schools' vetting processes will be monitored by the watchdog Ofsted. Inspectors will visit schools to see how effectively their checks work.  

* The government will continue to implement the 31 recommendations outlined in the Bichard enquiry which followed the murder of two girls in Soham. Ms Kelly said 13 had already been brought in. The safeguarding vulnerable groups bill will be published next month.  
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Sir, The Criminal Records Bureau was set up as a "one-stop shop", not just for education, but for all those working with children and vulnerable adults throughout society. It refers to all the existing lists as well as recording convictions, cautions and non-conviction information where relevant.  

The real problem lies not in establishing the facts of a person's background; tools for this are already in place. It lies rather in the interpretation of these facts to assess a person's possible future risk to vulnerable people. Most employers are expert neither in the investigation and prosecution of offenders, nor in understanding the implications of various offences which may appear on a CRB disclosure document.  

How would they know, for instance, that a caution for underage sex with a 15-year-old girl, explained away so mildly by some offenders, could in fact mask a rape allegation where the victim was too traumatised to attend court? This is the offence which would have appeared on Ian Huntley's CRB disclosure, had the relevant police force provided the relevant non-conviction information.  

Those with first-hand knowledge of the victims, the offenders and the criminal justice system must surely be consulted by employers if we are to rely on our CRB system to prevent abuse of the vulnerable by those into whose care we entrust them.  

PENNY NICHOLSON, Former Detective Sergeant, West Mercia Police, and National Child Protection Officer for the Catholic Church  

(c) Times Newspapers Ltd, 2006   

Kelly's plan for sex offenders wins over MPs and rescues her career;List 9 9  

Philip Webster, Political Editor  

814 words

Publication date: 20 January 2006

Source: The Times

Page: 26

(c) 2006 Times Newspapers Limited. All rights reserved  

RUTH KELLY survived to carry the burden of pushing through Tony Blair's education reforms last night after acting to strengthen rules to prevent sex offenders working in schools.  

The Education Secretary was given a vote of confidence by Labour MPs and the Prime Minister after a solid Commons performance in which she sharply tightened the rules by banning anyone convicted or cautioned for a sex offence from teaching in future.  

In a series of changes to rebalance the system so that "child protection comes first", Ms Kelly announced that she was requiring schools to carry out Criminal Records Bureau checks on new employees and appointing an independent panel, chaired by the former head of Barnardo's, to take over the role of ministers in deciding who can work with children.  

After ten days of pressure on Ms Kelly, she was felt last night to have done enough to stay in her job. But many Labour MPs were happy to back her strongly over the issue that has dominated the past fortnight's news in the knowledge that they will shortly be attacking the education Bill that she will present next month. Ms Kelly is therefore unlikely to figure in Mr Blair's imminent reshuffle, now expected early next week.  

Mr Blair described her Commons performance as excellent, knowing that she will have to bear the brunt of the backbench attack when the plans for trust schools come forward. She was also given firm backing at an earlier Cabinet meeting in which, speaking at length without notes, she set out her plans for dealing with the row.  

The Conservatives accused her of being too slow to act on the recommendations of the inquiry by Sir Michael Bichard after the Soham murders. David Willetts, the Shadow Education Secretary, told her that it must be for her and her conscience "whether she is capable of regaining the confidence of parents and teachers who have suffered such anxiety, concern and uncertainty over the past ten days". He added that when the statement was examined it showed that there had been 88 occasions on which ministers or officials had breached the new principle that offenders with convictions or cautions should not be employed.  

As The Times disclosed yesterday, the most far-reaching measure was Ms Kelly's decision to bar from working with children all those who were convicted or cautioned for any sexual offences against children. By including cautions as well as convictions, the anomaly between offenders who are convicted and those who admit their guilt will end.  

The requirement for schools to consult the Criminal Records Bureau will also apply to teaching agencies. The moves would ensure that all employers made judgments about appointments in full knowledge of the facts, whether or not a potential employee had worked in the education sector.  

Ms Kelly said that she would legislate to remove minsiters from the process. In the meantime a panel of experts chaired by Sir Roger Singleton, the former head of Barnardo's, would oversee the whole List 99 process. The panel would also review caes determined before 1997. It would examine whether cases that, had the sex offenders register existed, would have resulted in the individual's inclusion on the register and all cases involving a sexual offence or allegation that resulted in a decision not to include on List 99 or in a restriction or partial bar.  

The new legislation will bring together List 99 and the Protection of Children List into a single register of those barred from working with children. Ms Kelly said that it must command public confidence and be accountable. "And it must be fair to individuals, giving rights of appeal. There must be no witch-hunts against hard-working teachers and there must be protection against false and malicious allegations.  

PARENTS' VOICE  

"These reforms should have been in place ten years ago. The problem has existed for years and offenders seem to be running rings around the authorities" Brenda Johnstone, mother of two, Aylesham, Kent  

"I don't think there's anything complex about it. It's complex for the victim. I don't think it's complex at all for the criminal" Robin Rycroft, mother of three, Southport  

"I think all the measures Ruth Kelly is planning to introduce are reasonable - she's looked at everything in detail" Melissa Pike, mother of two, Paddock Wood, Kent  

"I think the system needed to get kicked up the backside because obviously things were wrong" Janeen Evans, mother of three, Wiltshire  

"Ruth Kelly inspired confidence and on this occasion I'd give her the benefit of the doubt. If she screws up again though she should go" Melanie Tinson, mother of one, Sittingbourne, Kent  

(c) Times Newspapers Ltd, 2006   
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A teacher caught up in the controversy over sex offenders has insisted that he is not a paedophile.  

William Gibson, 59, was suspended from Portchester Boys' School in Bournemouth after the local authority became aware of his conviction for indecently assaulting a 15-year-old girl in 1980.  

In an interview with a local newspaper, he said: "I am not a paedophile. Iam not a risk to children. I want people to know that. I know what I did was wrong and I regret my actions, but it's not as black and white as everyone thinks. I hope people will come to the conclusion that I have never abused anyone."  

Mr Gibson was fined £60 for the indecency offence. After the case, he resigned from the school, in Sunderland, and took other jobs.  

He was jailed in2000 for two years for fraud. After completing that sentence, he returned to teaching. He was removed from three schools in the Northeast and was refused work by a supply agency which checked his details with the Criminal Records Bureau.  

Last January he received a letter from the Department for Education and Skills. It said that the Education Secretary, Ruth Kelly, had reviewed the case and that, while his actions had been "unwise", he could return to teaching.  

He had been working i at Portchester School as ! a maths supply teacher i ntermittently since the beginning of last term  

Mr Gibson told the Bournemouth Echo: "This has all been hovering i over me for years, but I ' love teaching and I think ' I have something to offer. I get on well with ' the kids. I want to get i another job in teaching. I don't know if I will be ' able to, but I am not a ' person to give up.  

I did not anticipate j I'd have a problem now because it was a long i time ago and I had been ' given clearance by the ' Government. was : shocked on Saturday ' morning when I got a phone call from my agency."  

Richard Garner  
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All sex offenders will be barred from working in schools, the education secretary, Ruth Kelly, announced yesterday as she sought to end a career-threatening row by unveiling a tougher-than-expected set of streamlined regulations.  

The plans announced to MPs - along with her "deep regrets" for parental anxiety over the past 10 days of media revelations - will include an automatic ban from working with children for anyone convicted or cautioned of a child sex offence or serious offence against adults.  

Though the shadow education secretary, David Willetts, served notice last night that he plans to harry Ms Kelly on details of the 88 sex offenders' cases she reported on yesterday - and to hold her to belated reform pledges - Labour and Lib Dem MPs accepted that she had finally "got a grip on the problem".  

Most eyecatching was Ms Kelly's announcement - coming after 10 days for officials to make sure their figures were right - that there had been 10 discretionary decisions since 1997 of the kind that first triggered the row over Paul Reeve, a Norfolk teacher. Five of them were in 2005. "It was very detailed and honest, an excellent statement," said David Chaytor, a Labour critic of her secondary school reforms.  

No 10 told reporters the prime minister called her statement and performance "excellent" and again made plain that her job was not in danger.  

Ms Kelly has been under pressure since the controversy broke early last week. Rumours circulating among women ministers that Ms Kelly may have been distracted by another pregnancy are categorically denied by her staff.  

Ms Kelly confirmed that legislation would be introduced next month implementing the recommendations of the post-Soham Bichard report, creating a new independent panel of experts to take over decision making about who should be barred from working with children.  

The panel will be chaired by the former Barnados chief Sir Roger Singleton. Central to the package - much tougher than expected - is a single vetting list for all people working with children. At present there are four lists relating to sex offenders working with children and vulnerable adults. Ms Kelly announced plans to create one computer list, a centralised vetting and barring list (VBS), which she said will take 18 months to implement in full. The next steps will be taken through a new bill - the safeguarding vulnerable groups bill - to be published next month.  

Teachers' leaders welcomed the measures but warned that their ultimate success would depend on the ability of the Criminal Records Bureau (CRB) to handle the huge volume of extra checks.  

The bureau will have to improve its performance to avoid a repeat of its launch crisis in 2002 when a huge backlog led to many staff not being cleared to start work at the beginning of term, they pointed out. The decision to hand over final responsibility for borderline decisions about some staff to an independent body also won their approval.  

With some Labour MPs privately blaming schools and supply agencies for cutting corners Ms Kelly made plain they would be required to make mandatory checks through the CRB before teachers could be offered work "to ensure all employers make appointments in full knowl edge of the facts".  

The DfES admitted in its 28-page review that the new arrangements would generate demand for additional checks on top of the existing annual total of 2.9m but said it "should not cause a problem".  

The Tories seized upon figures released by Ms Kelly which showed that a total of 88 convicted of sex offenders were still allowed to work in schools in England and Wales, including the 10 whom ministers decided should not be included on List 99.  

Like most of the 88 these offenders are not teaching, and Ms Kelly said that all but 13, whom police are still investigating, are considered to pose no risk to children.  

Ed Davey, the Lib Dem spokesman, offered active cooperation on reform, but Mr Willetts warned MPs that the crisis has caused irreparable damage to Ms Kelly.  

Back to work  

Ruth Kelly arriving back at the Department for Education after addressing the Commons, where she announced a tougher than expected set of regulations Photograph: Dan Chung  
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Unsuitable teachers and assistants are able to get jobs in schools because of the difficulties in placing them on List 99, according to a former deputy director of the Children's Legal Centre.  

Yvonne Spencer, who is also an education lawyer with the Colchester firm Fisher Jones Greenwood, has tried several times to have teachers placed on List 99, banning them from schools, but has been refused.  

She said: "There are four different lists held by various departments and no link between them. It is quite impossible for schools to do these checks." One enormous loophole, she said, was that the requirement to do criminal records checks came into being only in 2002. "If an employee since then is cautioned for an offence but has not changed jobs, then that won't come to light. There is no requirement for these checks to be updated."  

Ms Spencer added that she had applied to the Secretary of State to have teachers placed on List 99 but had had her application rejected.  

In one such case a teacher was alleged to have hit a child with special needs. The allegation had been upheld by a social services child protection inquiry but the governors of the school, which was voluntary-aided, declined to dismiss the teacher. "In my view this teacher did not have the disposition to be working with such children but the application was just rejected," she said.  

Ms Spencer said that in addition to List 99 and the sex offenders register, there was a list held by the Department for Education and Skills for non-teachers who might pose a risk under the Protection of Children Act, and a list held by the Department of Health aimed at ensuring the protection of vulnerable adults.  

But there were also many cases where an allegation might have been made and not substantiated, with the person concerned ending up on a list and thereafter not being able to find a job. "There could easily be hundreds of people working in schools on these lists, who may have been cautioned. But it does not mean they all should be thrown out as posing a risk to children."  

Entries on the Criminal Records Bureau were at the discretion of a chief constable and could be made without "counter-balancing" evidence, she said. "There urgently needs to be one joined-up system as recommended by Sir Michael Bichard (who conducted the Soham inquiry) three years ago. Why has it not been done?"  

(c) Times Newspapers Ltd, 2006   
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The Whitehall department at the centre of the row over sex offenders working with children was aware before the furore broke out that the vetting system contained no fewer than seven major flaws.  

An internal policy briefing pack circulated at Christmas and seen by the Guardian admits the system is riddled with problems. The seven faults are:  

* Inconsistencies between the current barring lists - including List 99 covering teachers, and the lists that cover social workers, and those working with vulnerable adults  

* Not all staff are eligible for the Criminal Records Bureau "enhanced disclosure" checks, which include local police intelligence  

* Disclosure is only a "snapshot" and so only valid on the day it is issued  

* Inconsistent decisions are being made by local employers  

* Sex offenders are barred only reactively - that is, after the event  

* Repeat checks are costly and delayed  

* Inconsistencies in police disclosure of information.  

Despite the clear knowledge of these systemic problems, the crisis over sex offenders appears to have caught the Department for Education and Skills unawares. The row blew up last week after it emerged that the government had cleared a Norfolk PE teacher, Paul Reeve, to work at a Norwich school.  

A team of nearly 100 DfES officials is working round the clock to prepare a statement by the education secretary, Ruth Kelly, to the House of Commons on Thursday. Officials are poring over paperwork and computer details dating back 30 years to try to find out how many sex offenders are working in Britain's schools. Earlier decisions on borderline cases made by Ms Kelly's numerous predecessors are also being scrutinised and Labour is hoping to show that the problem goes back to previous administrations.  

Many believe the DfES has become a "sitting duck", slow to respond to developments in the case. Ministers hope Ms Kelly will shore up her position on Thursday by announcing a pounds 22m a year "vetting and barring" system which will cover up to 9 million people working with children and vulnerable adults.  

Under the scheme a "central barring unit" will make the decision about whether an applicant for a job poses a potential risk to children instead of employers applying to the Criminal Records' Bureau for an "enhanced" status check.  

The reforms were recommended 18 months ago in Sir Michael Bichard's report on the Soham murdersto replace the present seven lists, which include the child protection register and List 99.  

The package is expected to include not only legislation to abolish the role of ministers in deciding who should be barred but also a new move to ensure that cautions are dealt with on the same basis as convictions and will be sufficient to bar someone working in a school.  

The new scheme will have at its heart a secure website which will enable employers, including parents checking on potential nannies, to carry out an instant online check on whether job applicants are barred. Computer difficulties with accessing local police intelligence data means the new system will be phased in from 2007 and will not be fully implemented until 2008. Ministers estimate that the majority of those working with children would have their criminal record status checked within three years.  

3 >  

Schools in dark over hundreds of blacklist teachers  

Dominic Kennedy and Philip Webster  

753 words

Publication date: 16 January 2006

Source: The Times

Page: 2

(c) 2006 Times Newspapers Limited. All rights reserved  

Hundreds of blacklisted teachers, including paedophiles, are being allowed into schools so long as they avoid certain types of pupils, The Times has learnt.  

Headteachers are having to accept supply staff into classrooms without knowing if they are on the blacklist or have criminal records.  

As a picture emerges of a child protection system in chaos, the Government is preparing to strip ministers of their power to let sex offenders work with children. Police will receive a new advisory role.  

The practice of giving convicted paedophiles permission to work in schools with pupils of a different age or sex from those they desire was disclosed by The Times this weekend.  

Yesterday a former teaching agency official who had access to List 99 confirmed that this procedure was widely known among companies providing supply teachers.  

Yet it appears to have come as a surprise to teachers' leaders and parents.  

There are about 15,000 on the blacklist compiled at the Department for Education and Skills (DfES). Gerard Connolly, who held the names of all problem teachers on a computer in his office from 1996 to 2004, said that many had "caveats".  

Most forbade teachers from working with one gender of pupil, or children above or below a particular age. Some had geographical restrictions placed upon them. A few were banned from individual schools.  

"You used to see them every other page or so with a restriction on," Dr Connolly said. He estimated that between 700 and 1,000 names on the blacklist had permission to teach particular categories of pupil.  

"I have no way of knowing how many were working in schools but they were certainly free to do so," he said.  

Last night an Education Department spokesman said: "The list is held by the department and the criminal records bureau. We certainly don't recognise that figure."  

Dr Connolly was puzzled by the Government's delay in telling the public about the number of sex offenders who are entitled to work in classrooms. "It surprised me, people coming on television saying they don't know," he said. "All they have to do is count them."  

The unexpected scale of the problem added to the woes of the DfES, which has struggled to keep up with the pace of disclosures about paedophile teachers. Ruth Kelly told the Commons last Thursday: "List 99 covers those barred for life from working in schools."  

On Friday her officials were still claiming that List 99 was an "absolute bar" on teaching. Then The Times reported that in 2001 Estelle Morris had allowed Keith Hudson - who was placed on the sex offenders register after compiling scrapbooks containing pictures of boys masturbating -to work in girls' schools. A convicted molester who was fixated on boys in white underpants has permission to work with children aged 14 and over. Both are on List 99.  

Officials changed their story. A spokesman said: "In 2000 we introduced regulations to make sure that barring someone convicted of sexual offences against a child was absolute."  

But that explanation imploded yesterday when it emerged that in January 2005 Ms Kelly allowed William Gibson to work in schools. He had a conviction for indecently assaulting a 15-year-old female pupil. Mr Gibson's case highlights that teacher-supply agencies are a weak link in child protection. After being removed from three schools in the North East he found a position teaching mathematics in Bournemouth.  

The job came via Step Teachers, an agency aware of his conviction in 1980 for indecent assault and his imprisonment in 2000 for deception, forgery and theft.  

Mr Gibson has been suspended. James Newman, the agency's director, said: "Step Teachers undertakes not to discriminate against an application on the basis of a conviction or other information. It is unfortunate that the teacher is still very much in shock over the circumstances and the way he is being treated."  

The agency had provided Mr Gibson without alerting the head that he was a convicted child molester. Agencies bear responsibility for checks of criminal records and List 99 entries. Step Teachers claimed it was forbidden from telling schools about convictions. "Under the terms of the agreement with the Criminal Records Bureau, we would not be able to tell the school," Mr Newman said. "We would have to destroy all that documentation because of data protection laws."  
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MINISTERS are to be stripped of their power to decide whether sex offenders should be cleared to teach in schools.  

The decision was made known last night as the Government sought to ease the pressure on Ruth Kelly, the embattled Education Secretary.  

She faced further criticism over the weekend after The Sunday Telegraph made public a letter in which she cleared a convicted sex offender to work as a teacher.  

William Gibson, 59, convicted in 1980 for indecently assaulting a 15-year-old girl, worked as a supply teacher in Bournemouth. He had previously been removed from three schools in the North-East and refused work by an agency, which checked his details with the Criminal Records Bureau.  

But his details were never entered on the confidential List 99, which is held by the Department for Education, of teachers barred from working in schools.  

The letter, sent in January last year and signed by an official in the department, stated that Miss Kelly was aware of Gibson's convictions for indecent assault and fraud but had decided "not to bar or restrict your employment''. Last week, a former education minister, Kim Howells, admitted giving the go-ahead for a teacher who had been cautioned for accessing child pornography on the internet to carry on teaching.  

On Saturday, it was reported that Keith Hudson, 52, a science teacher from Sussex, who was on List 99, was given permission by Estelle Morris, the former education secretary, to work in all-girl schools despite a conviction for having indecent images of boys.  

Last night details emerged of several other teachers with sex offence convictions who managed to slip through the Department for Education's net.  

The proposal that a minister should no longer decide such cases is the first conclusion of a review, set up by Miss Kelly, to establish how many sex offenders with convictions or cautions are working in English schools. An unofficial estimate is that the figure is about 10, but the Government is increasingly embarrassed by the drip, drip of disclosures.  

Downing Street yesterday reaffirmed Tony Blair's confidence in Miss Kelly. The Conservatives stopped short of calling for her resignation. But David Cameron, the Conservative leader, said she was presiding over a "shambles'' and demanded that she hand over the review of the handling of paedophile teachers to an independent expert. His predecessor, Michael Howard, said she should be sacked if she was shown to have lost control of the issue.  

Miss Kelly was criticised by Ian Gibson, Labour MP for Norwich North, where Paul Reeve was cleared to work as a PE teacher even though he had been cautioned for accessing illegal images. Mr Gibson said: "She had better have some good answers to some of the questions that are beginning to emerge.''  
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When Paul Reeve applied for a job as a gym teacher late last year, he was open about his past.  

In his application to the Hewett school in Norwich he admitted he had lost his previous teaching post three years earlier after police found his credit card details on a pornographic website that included images of children.  

A letter from Norfolk county council explained that while Reeve's name had been automatically entered on the sex offenders register as a result of receiving a police caution, he had not been placed on the Department for Education and Skills (DfES) "List 99", which bans most sex offenders from teaching.  

"It was a definitive letter saying he had been cleared to teach," said Tom Samain, the school head.  

"He told us that he had been suspended and then resigned from a school in King's Lynn after accepting a caution and being placed on the sex offenders register.  

"As I understood it, the police had not prosecuted him because they had not found any evidence of downloaded material on his computer."  

At his interview, Reeve continued to be forthcoming. He admitted his caution and explained how he had undergone psychological testing as part of his appeal not to be placed on List 99. He even produced a file of his dealings with the DfES.  

A letter to Reeve said: "Having considered the matter, the secretary of state has decided not to bar or restrict your appointment ... (giving) significant weight to the evidence from (medical advisers) who did not believe you presented a risk to children."  

Reeve's references were checked and found to be very positive. His previous school extolled his record.  

The headmaster took comfort from the assessment of the DfES -"I went over the documents with a fine-tooth comb" -and offered Reeve the job, which he took up in mid-December.  

However, just five days later Reeve was suspended when, says Samain, police contacted the school to say they had not been consulted by the DfES about Reeve. "That evening I met with the governors and the next morning I suspended him," said Samain. "Once I knew that the police had not been consulted I realised the decision to allow him to teach had not been unanimous. He was devastated."  

The 34-year-old Reeve, who is married with two children, hardly meets the caricature of a predatory paedophile, but when his brief stint of re employment was revealed last week it sparked a political storm and media feeding frenzy.  

How could someone on the sex offenders register ever be allowed to work in a school, demanded critics? What were Ruth Kelly, the education secretary, and her officials doing sanctioning such a move? And why had the police not been consulted?  

In the resulting furore Reeve was forced into hiding, his wife and children given police protection. Meanwhile, the robotic Kelly and her witless department floundered in the face of the public outcry.  

Officials had assessed Reeve as posing no threat, yet Kelly announced a sweeping review -and admitted that at least 10 others whose names appeared on the sex offenders register had been cleared to teach.  

A police caution, she went on to suggest, would in future be given the same weight as a full conviction, the offender placed on List 99 and banned from teaching for life.  

However, yesterday it emerged that even some sex offenders placed on List 99 have in the past been allowed to continue teaching.  

Keith Hudson, for instance, had been convicted in 1996 of possessing indecent and obscene pictures of boys and put on List 99. However, after appealing to a judge he was given dispensation to work in girls' schools. In fact, he chose instead to become a private tutor -a field where he might once again have power over young boys.  

So is the system riddled with flaws? Are dangerous paedophiles being allowed into schools? Or has the inexperienced Kelly, running scared of public opinion, simply failed to explain and defend a complex but fair and secure system?  

In future, Kelly blustered, she would personally decide cases involving sex offenders wanting to teach. It did not inspire confidence. Whatever the rights and wrongs of Reeve's case, Kelly was "fighting for her political life", said Ed Davey, the Liberal Democrats' education spokesman. She was "under siege" over her "flawed and flaky" proposals, he said.  

WHILE accessing child pornography has become ever easier over the internet, comprehending the systems to deal with offenders has grown more difficult.  

In addition to the sex offenders register and List 99, which details about 4,000 people banned from teaching, there is a third database known as the Poca list.  

This covers others suspected of being a risk to children including unsuitable social workers, nursery assistants and nurses. All three lists must be checked by the Criminal Records Bureau whenever someone applies for a teaching position.  

Yet the distinctions between the lists are not clear and the system is confusing.  

The Children's Safeguards Unit (CSU), which examines who should go on List 99, is based in Darlington, and seems something of a mystery to staff at the DfES in London.  

According to one former minister, the CSU is not staffed by "the brightest and the best". Staff were, said the source, "so slow they used to drive me potty". During an inquiry into child protection three years ago, senior DfES civil servants admitted they did not know exactly how the CSU worked: they were unsure about appeal procedures and how precisely List 99 was drawn up.  

At the same time the public has no time for niceties over sexual offenders. After several appalling paedophile killings, the tags "sex offender" and "paedophile" conjure up thoughts of depraved, murderous abusers.  

This phobia intensified in 2000 with the murder of eight-year-old Sarah Payne, and demands that paedophiles be publicly identified. It was compounded in 2002 when Holly Wells and Jessica Chapman, both 10, were abducted and murdered by Ian Huntley, a school caretaker in Soham, Cambridgeshire.  

It was amid such fevered concerns that Reeve, then head of gymnastics at King Edward VII school in King's Lynn, used his credit card to enter a website run by an American company dealing in pornography involving both adults and children.  

Exactly what he was looking at on his computer is not clear. But his card details, along with those of 7,000 other users of the site, were passed to British police.  

In a huge investigation called Operation Ore, police rounded up thousands of people whose details appeared on the site. Most were cleared -their credit card details having been fraudulently used -but more than 1,800 were charged and more than 1,450 convicted. In addition, 490 suspects were cautioned, including Reeve.  

The use of so many cautions in suspected cases of possible paedophilia is odd and one that lies at the heart of the row over sex offenders being allowed to teach.  

"Why in the hell are we cautioning people for sex offences?" said Alisdair Gillespie, a reader in law at De Montfort University, Leicester. "It's absolutely ludicrous that we are cautioning people who are found to have accessed child pornography."  

The answer, believes Gillespie, is that police are trying to have their cake and eat it. A caution is supposed to be used where evidence exists for a full prosecution but mitigating circumstances mean taking the case to court would not be in the public interest. However, many believe the police use cautions to punish offenders in cases where they do not have the evidence to put before a judge and jury.  

"There have been suspicions that people are being pressurised to accept cautions who might not have been convicted if they had gone to trial. I expect that may have been a factor in this case," said Gillespie.  

Indeed, according to Samain, Reeve said he "had not deliberately tried to view child pornography", and that he had accepted a caution rather than face contesting charges in court.  

"He had let his (teachers') union membership lapse, so he accepted a caution without taking legal advice," said Samain. "He said he had never accessed child porn."  

Nevertheless, the caution cost Reeve his job and he was placed on the sex offenders register for five years. The local education authority informed the DfES, where the CSU began an assessment to see if he should be placed on List 99.  

How closely did officials examine Reeve's case? Last week the DfES would not comment on any specific cases but said: "All of the evidence is looked at ... and we consult all the relevant agencies, such as the police, social services, child protection experts, local authorities and schools."  

Yet Norfolk police implied they had not been consulted. In fact, it was they, on discovering that Reeve had been employed at the school, who precipitated the furore.  

"The police expressed concern they had not been consulted," said Samain. "There shouldn't be even a wafer-thin difference between the DfES and the police. I told Reeve and he felt he had no option but to resign."  

To outsiders it seemed obvious he should go. How could a sexual offender suspected of paedophilia be allowed to teach children?  

Yet the anomalies remain. If police considered his offence so serious, why did they not prosecute him? Had they done so successfully, he would automatically have been placed on List 99. And if he really poses a threat to children, why have police and social services allowed him to remain with his own children?  

To some locals in his village of Reepham, it was far from clear that he should be ostracised. "It is such a shame -he knows that he did something wrong but that was in the past," said one resident. "Everyone here knows him as a smashing man and a dedicated teacher and he is still very much respected."  

TO complicate the picture further, a political dimension runs under the affair.  

Kelly, aged only 37, is charged with pushing through Tony Blair's controversial school reforms.  

She is unloved by Labour backbenchers and many local education officials. Indeed, it is perhaps no coincidence that the Hewett school is designated as a "failing" school and under pressure to reform.  

It is not known who leaked the story but as soon as it hit the tabloids Kelly was under fire and on Tuesday she went to see Blair.  

It was a scheduled meeting, said aides, but still rumours swirled that she might have to resign. A minister confident of her ground might have stood firm, saying her officials had scrutinised Reeve's case and deemed him suitable to continue teaching.  

But Kelly struggled, resorting to the comfort blanket of a review. New legislation is to be rushed into parliament. Had Kim Howells, the former junior education minister, not taken responsibility for signing off on the Reeve case, Kelly's position would have become more vulnerable still.  

So what lessons can be learnt? First, the system is poorly understood. Some childcare experts were not aware that sex offenders could work in schools. It came as a surprise to Al Aynsley-Green, the first "children's commissioner", and the National Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children (NSPCC).  

Laura Warren, of the National Confederation of Parent Teacher Associations, said: "Anyone who is on the sex offences register should not be allowed to work as a teacher. We were told after Soham that lessons had been learnt, but nothing seems to have changed."  

After the Soham murders, an inquiry by Sir Michael Bichard recommended a single national register for all people working with children, whether offenders or not.  

The idea was to give a single reference point for all.  

But the government dismissed the idea as too costly. Instead it is now aiming to merge the existing lists into one database.  

But should all people on such a database be banned from working with children for life? Even the NSPCC has its doubts. What if a 16-year-old boy were put on the sex offenders register for having sex with a 15-year-old girl?  

"The NSPCC would like to see everyone on the sex offenders register immediately placed on List 99 on a provisional basis," said Natalie Cronin, NSPCC head of policy and public affairs. "They should be prevented from working with children until their case is examined."  

That, however, is effectively what happened to Reeve, who is due to be removed from the register in two years' time.  

The reality is that wider questions must be addressed. Should sex offenders be cautioned? How should officials distinguish between offenders of differing severity and risk? And can the public accept that anyone be allowed to teach while listed as a sex offender? Kelly has a lot of answers to provide.  
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A CONVICTED sex offender who was removed from three schools in northeast England was last night revealed to be working at a school on the south coast.  

William Gibson, 59, who has a conviction for indecent assault, has been teaching at Portchester school in Bournemouth since the beginning of this term. The authorities said he had been suspended with immediate effect.  

In a statement, Bournemouth borough council, which employs him, said he had undergone all "necessary checks", including List 99, Protection of Children Act list and enhanced Criminal Records Bureau checks, before being cleared to work as a teacher.  

He worked as a supply teacher at the school during last term and returned full-time at the start of this term.  

Last night the chairman of governors at the school, Keith Mitchell, said Gibson had got a letter from Ruth Kelly, the education secretary, stating that he was "fit" to teach.  

Gibson was convicted in 1980 after indecently assaulting an under-age girl. He was also jailed about five years ago for fraud, forgery and theft after swindling elderly people out of almost Pounds 60,000. He taught in three schools in the northeast in 2003 and 2004.  

The disclosure will put renewed pressure on Kelly because it exposes the fundamental flaws in the vetting procedures.  

It emerged that Britain's biggest teaching agency warned the government 18 months ago of potentially "tragic" consequences because of failures to put all dangerous teachers on List 99.  

Select Education wrote to David Miliband, then schools standards minister, warning of the "systemic" failures in List 99, a database of individuals banned from teaching.  

It took until last week for Kelly to address the flaws highlighted by Select in July 2004.  

She was forced into emergency action to close a loophole created by the failure to create a single register of people considered unsuitable to work with children.  

This weekend it emerged that there is a loophole for sex offenders working in children's hospitals and child care charities. The National Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children warned that sex offenders were not automatically barred from working on children's wards and in social care.  

John Dunn, a director of Select, said the education department had taken "a stupid risk not to have acted sooner".  
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DETECTIVES CAME knocking for Paul Reeve three years ago. They had unearthed the popular PE teacher's name after combing a list of people in East Anglia suspected of accessing paedophile websites. For Reeve, the knock on the door was to augur years of ignominy and isolation, but its consequences were to be felt far outside the quiet Norfolk village of Briston where he lived with his wife and two children.  

They would also come to haunt the Education Secretary, Ruth Kelly, and ultimately, the entire government. They would show, despite the horrors of Soham, despite the public's near hysterical fear of paedophiles and despite the government's attendant pledge to learn lessons and tighten laws, disturbing gaps in child protection in the UK remain.  

The remarkable events of the past seven days were started by a story in The Observer and followed by calls for Kelly to resign. They revealed a child protection system in chaos and raised questions about the ability of Whitehall to protect children. It all started with a police investigation codenamed Operation Atlas, a trawl through a list of suspects, which was pain-staking work. The 'intelligence package', as the clutch of names was known in detective circles, was handed to Norfolk police by the National Crime Squad, the specialist unit responsible for co-ordinating a nationwide investigation into suspected paedophiles, known as Operation Ore.  

Among the names of judges, social workers, doctors and teachers thrown up by Atlas was Reeve, a PE teacher at King Edward VII school in King's Lynn, Norfolk. When confronted by detectives, Reeve was given a stark choice: protest his innocence and go to court or accept a caution. He chose the latter and was automatically placed on the sex offender's register. 'You could not access those websites by accident. It was not a website you could stumble into,' said one person familiar with Ore.  

It came from a tip-off. Shortly before Christmas, The Observer received a phone call from a source saying a registered sex offender had been given a job as a teacher at a Norfolk school on the recommendation of an education minister. It seemed too astonishing to be true. But gradually a clearer picture started to emerge. The police confirmed they had raised concerns that a sex offender was working at the Hewett School in Norfolk and had convened an emergency meeting with the local authorities and social services. The local education authority subsequently admitted it had authorised Reeve's appointment. Astonishingly, they confirmed they had reached the decision after receiving written reassurances from Kelly. Faced with incontrovertible evidence that it had sanctioned the appointment of a man who had accessed paedophile websites, the Department for Education and Skills was forced to issue a grudging confirmation to The Observer that the story was true. But DfES spin-doctors continued to be evasive. The evidence against Reeve was inconclusive, sources suggested - a claim rebutted by police. It was 'an exceptional case, a one-off, unique' -a claim exploded by subsequent events.  

When The Observer ran the story last Sunday, other media quickly followed it up. On Monday the Daily Mail led with the story - and revealed Reeve's name. A junior minster, Jacqui Smith, was grilled about the decision on Radio 4's Today programme. It was to be the start of a nightmare seven days for Kelly and the government.  

On Tuesday, Sir Michael Bichard, who led the inquiry into the murders of Soham schoolgirls Holly Wells and Jessica Chapman, said he was 'disappointed' by the revelation. The NSPCC said the story showed lessons still had to be learnt post-Soham.  

By Wednesday, as the story seemed to gain a momentum of its own, Kelly was fighting for her political life with newspaper front pages speculating about how many more sex offenders her department had cleared to work in schools. 'Tell us the truth Ruth!' screamed the front page of the Mirror . Newsnigh t and Channel 4 News joined the fray, having obtained leaks of the DfES's letter approving Reeve's appointment.  

The letter - which has also been read to The Observer - said: 'The Secretary of State has taken into particular account the supportive testimonials written on your behalf which indicate that your teaching abilities were considered to be of a high standard and that you were thought of as a trustworthy person who would be a loss to the teaching profession. The Secretary of State has borne in mind that you taught for ten years without any complaints being made.'  

On Thursday, the front page of the Mail bellowed: 'Kelly Told Paedophile I Trust You'. The ground was slipping from under her.  

The same day she was hauled before Parliament by the Speaker, where she promised an urgent review of the child protection system stretching back 30 years and pledged that sex offenders given cautions -like Reeve - would now be automatically placed on list 99, the register of teachers automatically banned from working with children, maintained by the DfES. It caused more confusion, as people pointed out that banning people for life could cause legal difficulties.  

Damningly, Kelly was forced to concede the DfES had approved other sex offenders to work in schools, but was unable to give numbers or locations, a revelation that shocked children's charities. Labour MPs were dispatched to the airwaves to turn the fire on the school and Norfolk council, but their arguments were drowned out by the waves of opprobrium directed at the DfES.  

The picture that emerged was of a child protection system in chaos. Inevitably given the media feeding frenzy, by Friday another example of a registered sex offender slipping through the net had emerged. William Gibson, a 59-year-old who in 1980 was convicted for indecent assault on a child, was found to have worked at three schools in the north-east between 2003 and 2004.  

A senior business manager at a recruitment consultancy for teachers told The Observer the system for checking the background of teaching staff was 'a shambles', adding: 'We used to be able to use list 99. We would email a date of birth and name and they would be cleared - that would be pending a full Criminal Records Bureau check. But now it is so confusing.'  

David Pearson, executive director of the Churches' Child Protection Advisory Service, which monitors church appointments, said that he knew of at least two cases in which qualified teachers had applied to be Sunday school teachers only for the service to discover they were registered sex offenders. 'I am aware of a couple of situations where churches have not appointed people based on police information but schools have,' he added, declining to give further details.  

There are concerns, too, that the current system is not sufficiently comprehensive. 'There are still people working with schoolchildren who are not covered by the existing legislation,' said Mary Marsh, chief executive of the NSPCC. 'For example, people who drive school transport and people who run clubs for over-eights off the school site.'  

A huge increase in the number of cautions meted out by police - largely on the back of Operation Ore - highlights the need for urgent reform of the monitoring system. In 2001, there were 63 cautions issued. In 2002 - the year Ore started - there were 116. By 2003, the number had risen to 444.  

How many teachers were caught by Ore is not known, nor how many were caught by subsequent investigations which yielded thousands more names. But The Observer understands Ore netted between 60 and 70 police officers. As one intelligence source put it: 'From this it's fair to assume there were scores of teachers who ended up being cautioned or convicted. The question is where are they now?'  

As the week came to an end and the story showed no signs of slowing down, cabinet colleagues started to whisper that Kelly was a dead woman walking. One minister admitted that her future was uncertain because of the risk that 'these people will just keep popping up' at unpredictable intervals. Another well- placed party source said she would not survive if the hostile headlines continued, adding: 'It's looking like she's got to go. The Alastair Campbell test was 14 days - if there's sustained coverage after that, you have to go.'  

That it subsequently emerged that the decision to approve Reeve's application to resume teaching was given by the then higher education minister, Kim Howells - who would not usually have handled such cases and did so only because his colleagues were absent on the election campaign trail - served only to paint a picture of a government department in disarray.  

Kelly, a Catholic and mother of four, is given credit for taking personal responsibility for the issue, but is paying the price for not having cultivated political friends. Throughout her meteoric rise at the Treasury, her determination to spend evenings with her children left her no time for working the Commons' tea rooms, making allies who could have sustained her as she battles to get the controversial education white paper past MPs. Even a fellow minister sympathetic to her current plight concedes she is 'not an easy woman to get on with'.  

And while at the Treasury, she was surrounded by the cream of the civil service, her friends say she has not enjoyed such back-up from her new officials. Her trusted special adviser, Richard Darlington, also quit before Christmas. Her ministerial aide, Martin Salter, resigned around the same time and is now leading the fight against her white paper - which threatens to be the biggest revolt of Tony Blair's reign, with up to 100 MPs opposed.  

So far, Downing Street has insisted her job is safe, not least because the Prime Minister is anxious to avoid any upheaval jeopardising the white paper. 'Number 10 absolutely cannot cut her off now,' said one Whitehall source. If Kelly goes, the fallout will be felt well beyond the Department for Education.  
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The row over sex offenders in schools erupted once more yesterday as it emerged that a convicted child molester had found work in a fourth school.  

Pressure on the Secretary of State for Education, Ruth Kelly, grew after it was confirmed that William Gibson was working in a Bournemouth school despite having been removed from three posts in the North-east when his conviction came to light.  

It was also revealed that she was warned last year about serious problems in the vetting of registered sex offenders in the teaching profession. The Chief Constable of Norfolk wrote to Ms Kelly on 12 December detailing concerns about Paul Reeve, who was cleared to work as a PE teacher despite admitting viewing child porn. But she only launched an "exhaustive review" of other registered sex offenders last week after the case became public.  

The Education Secretary's problems were further compounded last night when it emerged that Gibson had been working full-time at Portchester School, aboys' school, since term began this month, with occasional days as a supply teacher in the autumn term last year.  

Gibson is not on List 99 and doesn't feature on the sex offenders register because his 1980 conviction predates its establishment. But a supply agency in the North-east refused to employ him after checking his past with the Criminal Records Bureau, and he was removed from three posts in the area when his conviction became known.  

Meanwhile, questions were asked about the effectiveness of the vetting system to keep paedophiles out of the classroom, after it emerged that men on the confidential List 99 had been given official permission to teach.  

Ms Kelly told the House of Commons on Thursday that an entry on List 99 was an "absolute bar" to teaching in schools. But it was revealed that Keith Hudson, from Sussex, was given permission by then Secretary of State, Estelle Morris, in 2001 to teach in all-girl schools, despite a conviction for possessing indecent images of boys five years earlier.  

The Care Standards Tribunal backed Ms Morris's decision after hearing medical evidence that while Hudson's feelings towards young boys were "homosexual, paedophilic and inappropriate", he had "no interest in girls". And a man identified only as H, who was placed on List 99 after being convicted of indecently assaulting a 12-year-oldboy in 1976, was given clearance by the tribunal to teach children aged 14 or above as evidence suggested he was a risk only to "young boys who are pre-pubescent or pubescent".  

Officials at the Department for Education and Skills trawling records back to the 1970s admitted that the figure of about 10 offenders currently teaching could be an "underestimate".  
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THE ROW over sex offenders working in schools intensified last night after it emerged that teachers placed on an official blacklist for paedophile offences were given permission to work with children.  

Men convicted of child molesting and pornography offences were allowed to work provided restrictions were placed on their employment.  

Examples of three cases have been discovered on the website of the Care Standards Tribunal, which considers the appeals of those included on List 99, the roster drawn up by the Department for Education of those considered unsuitable to work with children.  

However, in one case a man on the list who was convicted of possessing pictures of young boys in "sexually active'' poses was given permission to teach, provided he taught only in girls' schools.  

In another example, reported in The Times, a man who acknowledged he was a "homosexual paedophile'' and who had indecently assaulted a child, was allowed to continue work so long as he taught GCSE subjects only. The  

revelations are likely to put further pressure on Ruth Kelly, the embattled Education Secretary, who was heavily criticised after a registered sex offender was given permission to teach in Norwich.  

A Department for Education spokesman last night said that the Government had tightened the system "considerably''. "Clearly there is a difference between decisions made by the Department and those made by an independent appeals tribunal, but we recognise that we need to strengthen the decision making process still further and that is why Ruth Kelly is conducting a review,'' he said.  

Another case emerged last night. William Gibson, 59, a convicted sex offender, was allowed to work as a maths teacher in several schools in the North-East of England  

He was convicted of indecent assaulting a child in 1980. Like the case of Paul Reeve, who found work as a PE teacher in Norwich, Gibson was not on List 99. Names on the sex offenders register are not automatically put on to List 99 and the Education Secretary has discretion in less serious cases. Schools are not obliged to consult the Criminal Records Bureau.  

Gibson taught maths for three months in 2003 at St Joseph's RC Comprehensive in Hebburn until his past was uncovered.  
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How did this row blow up?  

An Observer article revealed that the government had cleared Norfolk PE teacher Paul Reeve to work at the Hewett school in Norwich last year, even though he had received a police caution for accessing banned images of children on the internet. Hounded by the tabloid press, education secretary Ruth Kelly was forced to make a statement on Wednesday announcing a review of other cases.  

What did she announce yesterday?  

She pledged legislation to fulfil recommendations of Sir Michael Bichard's report on the Soham murders - 18 months ago - would be introduced next month. He urged a single vetting and barring list to replace the present seven lists, which include the child protection register and List 99.  

Can we expect changes soon?  

No. Ms Kelly said the new system will not be fully up and running until 2008.  

What are the existing lists?  

The two most important are List 99, drawn up by the Department for Education - the official blacklist of adults banned from working in schools for life - and the sex offenders' register kept by individual police forces. The latter holds information about anyone convicted or cautioned for a sexual offence. An enhanced Criminal Records Bureau check, required for anyone who works with children, will flag up a person's presence on the register to prospective employers.  

Isn't the point of the sex offenders' register to stop this kind of thing?  

In principle, yes. Since 1997 anyone convicted of or given a caution for any sexual offence must register with the police and inform officers within 14 days if they move. This helps police keep track of sex offenders. It should also mean their offences are flagged up by the CRB check.  

How did Reeve get a job in a school?  

He was arrested in 2003 by Norfolk police as part of Operation Ore, the largest ever UK inquiry into child pornography. He received a police caution for accessing banned images of children on the internet. He was only stopped from working as a teacher when police alerted the school.  

Why was he not placed on List 99?  

As he had been cautioned rather than convicted, ministers considered that the evidence that he had accessed paedophile websites was inconclusive. But yesterday Ms Kelly agreed there might be a case for removing ministers from decision-making on sensitive child protection issues.  
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THE minister who gave approval for a known sex offender to work in a Norfolk school was Kim Howells, now the Minister of State at the Foreign Office, it was disclosed last night.  

Mr Howells' admission ends days of mystery over the identity of the minister who allowed Paul Reeve to begin a job as a PE teacher at the Hewett School in Norwich.  

His move will also ease the pressure on Ruth Kelly, the Education Secretary, who had refused to name the minister and has repeatedly said that she took responsibility for all decisions taken by her department.  

Mr Howells said last night that, as duty minister in the Department for Education and Skills (DfES) in the early days of last May -just before the general election -it was his job to reach decisions on cases put before him.  

He had read Mr Reeve's file carefully and sought advice about the facts contained in it. He said that they argued that Mr Reeve did not represent an "ongoing threat to children" but that he should be given a "grave warning".  

He added: "I took that advice and acted accordingly." It is understood that the warning was issued by the department.  

Mr Howells added that the decision about whether Mr Reeve should have been employed at the school was a matter for his employers, with all the facts in front of them.  

Mr Reeve was on the sex offenders register after accepting a police caution for accessing paedophile websites. He had disclosed his status as a sex offender but gave the school a letter -approved by Mr Howells but in the name of the Secretary of State -that said he should not be placed on list 99, the blacklist at the DfES of people banned from working with children.  

Downing Street said last night that Mr Howells's position was not under threat. He had acted on the advice presented to him by civil servants.  

But it is now likely that such decisions will be taken out of ministers' hands. Ms Kelly told employers yesterday to ban people with police cautions as well as those who had been convicted by a court.  

The Education Secretary in effect tore up her own department's guidelines, which have allowed at least ten sex offenders to work in schools. She promised legislation that "would ensure that where a conviction for a specified offence would have led to an automatic barring from working with children, a caution will also lead to an automatic barring from working with children".  

Before the legislation goes through, she urged schools and others who supervise children to carry out criminal record checks that would show whether potential employees had been cautioned or convicted.  

"I would very much hope no individual would be employed where such a caution or conviction is revealed," Ms Kelly said.  

Under pressure from the Conservatives, she promised to confirm the precise number and whereabouts of offenders working in schools and "whether their behaviour has been of concern to the authorities". The assumption is that, when they have been tracked down, they will lose their jobs.  

Ms Kelly promised that legislation to tighten up the vetting system and implement the Bichard report -which followed the Soham murders -will be introduced next month.  

Sir Michael Bichard had recommended that the vetting system treat people with cautions and convictions in the same way, she added. She would urgently review the decision-making process to ensure the "closest possible alignment between list 99, the sex offenders register and other data sources".  

This would require a new IT system, which means that new lists cannot come into effect before 2007, she said.  

David Willetts, the Shadow Education Secretary, said that her statement was "extremely disappointing" and that the basic principle should be that "sex offenders should not be able to work in schools".  

"The confidence of millions of parents in your judgment and the department you run is fast ebbing away," he told Ms Kelly. "Nothing you have said has restored that confidence."  

He said that she had failed to tell parents and the public how many people on the sex offenders register had been cleared by her department to continue working in schools. Mr Willetts demanded that she identify the minister who approved Mr Reeve's case.  

* THE RECORDS  

* The Criminal Records Bureau has carried out 7.4 million checks since 2002  

* It allows employers to check if a prospective employee has a criminal record  

* Enhanced (Pounds 34) and standard checks (Pounds 29) are available  

* The standard shows all convictions, cautions, reprimands or warnings. It is used for school support staff, probation officers and accountants  

* The enhanced check adds intelligence from police force areas where an applicant has lived in the previous five years. It is used for teachers, nurses, scout leaders and sports coaches  

* The target for issuing standard checks is two weeks from arrival at CRB and four weeks for an enhanced check  

* THE REGISTER  

* The sex offenders register was created in 1997. There were 29,994 names on it in April 2005  

* Anyone convicted of or cautioned for a sexual offence goes on the list  

* Offenders must register in person at a police station within three days of conviction or caution or of leaving jail  

* Name, address, fingerprints, photograph and NI number are required  

* Failure to register with the police or a breach of the rules carries a jail term of up to five years  

* All details must be reconfirmed with the police in person every year. A change of address must be notified within three days  

* Offenders jailed for 30 months or more are on the register for life; a six to 30-month sentence for ten years; six months or less for seven years; cautions are on for two years  

(c) Times Newspapers Ltd, 2006   

Kelly confusion Education Secretary tears up sex offender rules as minister admits he cleared child porn teacher  
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LAWS on employing sex offenders in schools were in disarray last night after Ruth Kelly, the Education Secretary, tore up her guidelines allowing teachers who had received cautions to continue working.  

The embattled minister urged schools in England to treat a police caution for accessing child pornography in the same way as a conviction, although until this week her department had ruled that it was not an automatic bar to teaching.  

The about-turn leaves a number of teachers, still working in schools despite being included on the sex offenders register after accepting a police caution, in legal limbo and almost certainly facing the sack.  

But there was fresh confusion last night when No 10 rowed back from Miss Kelly's categoric statement that cautions should be treated the same as convictions.  

Tony Blair's official spokesman said it was "a complex legal matter'' that involved "possibly taking away someone's livelihood''. They had "to proceed with due care'', he said, acknowledging that teachers who were sacked could seek redress for wrongful dismissal.  

He gave the "hypothetical example'' of someone accessing an internet site containing adult pornography - "which is perfectly legal'' - on which child pornography also featured. "Should that person lose his job?'' he asked.  

Miss Kelly admitted to MPs that she did not know the "precise number'' of cases in which people on the sex offenders register had been allowed to take up teaching jobs. She also refused to say which minister had decided last May that Paul Reeve, who was cautioned after admitting to police that he had viewed illegal internet images, should not be barred from teaching.  

As the Cabinet minister responsible for the department, she said she was accepting responsibility for such decisions. Officials also insisted that the name of the minister who took the decision would be kept secret.  

But within hours Miss Kelly was thrown a lifeline when Kim Howells, a former education minister, owned up to making the decision.  

Mr Howells, now a Foreign Office minister, said that, as duty minister for the Department for Education in the approach to last year's election, he had read Mr Reeve's file "very carefully'' and sought advice.  

"They argued that this person did not represent an ongoing threat to children but that he should be given a grave warning,'' he said. "I took that advice in good faith and acted accordingly.''  

This week's disclosure that Mr Reeve was accepted as a PE teacher at Hewlett School, Norwich, with the department's blessing, even though he had told them he was on the sex offenders register, has caused a crisis of confidence in Miss Kelly's management of her department.  

In an emergency Commons statement, she said she had commissioned an exhaustive review "to confirm the precise number of these individuals, their whereabouts and whether their behaviour has been of concern to the authorities''. She said the Government would introduce legislation next month to ensure that cautions and convictions for sex offences were treated identically and would bar a person from working with children.  

Schools and others who employed people working with children had "a duty'' to carry out checks in the meantime, including contacting the Criminal Records Bureau. That would disclose whether a person had a "relevant caution or conviction'' that needed to be taken into account. "I would very much hope no individual would be employed where such a conviction or caution was revealed,'' Miss Kelly said.  

David Willetts, the Conservative education spokesman, unsuccessfully pressed her to issue a blanket instruction that people on the sex register should not be allowed to teach in schools.  

Miss Kelly said that ministers did not have the legal authority to bar those who had been cautioned for an offence, even if it was one that on conviction would lead to an automatic ban on working with children. Under the present rules, those people who accepted cautions were entitled to make representations to ministers as to why they should not be included on the separate List 99 of those banned from teaching for life.  

Miss Kelly said she did not believe that that was right and was "tightening the legislation to ensure that cautions and convictions are treated identically''.  

Mr Willetts told her: "The confidence of parents in your judgment and the department you run is fast ebbing away.''  

How flaws in vetting system came to be exposed   

By Liz Lightfoot Education Correspondent   
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THE fact that Paul Reeve was not only offered a job as a teacher but worked with children for nearly two weeks without the school knowing about his background has exposed flaws in the system for vetting employees.   

Most of the criticism has been targeted at Ruth Kelly, the Education Secretary, who was in charge of the department when the decision was made not to put Reeve on List 99, banning him from working with children.   

Miss Kelly cleared the PE teacher to work even though he was on the sex offenders register after receiving a police caution for accessing banned images of children on the internet. He was stopped from working only when police alerted the head teacher of Hewett School in Norwich.   

An inquiry has been launched into whether it is sensible that politicians can override a decision by police.   

But the Department for Education will also be reviewing its advice to schools on vetting employees and will have to decide whether it needs to be given legal force.   

The advice at present is "strong guidance'' and schools are not under a legal duty to follow it, other than to consult List 99, the database of people deemed unsuitable to work with children compiled by the Department for Education.   

People convicted of child abuse or sex crimes are automatically put on the list and banned from working in schools. But in cases such as that of Reeve, where the police have investigated but found insufficient evidence to prosecute, the decision whether to include the name on the list is left to the Secretary of State.   

Head teachers and governors, therefore, are not made aware that someone has been considered for List 99. The department's guidance to schools issued last summer makes it clear that no one should be offered a job working with children before pre-employment checks, including references and a check with List 99. It also states that where applicants have had a break in teaching - as in Reeve's case - a reference should be obtained from previous employers. The crucial loophole is that the guidance does not insist on an enhanced check with the Criminal Records Bureau, which would show up people on the sex offenders register.   

In 2002, after the Soham murders of Holly Wells and Jessica Chapman by their school caretaker Ian Huntley, schools were told to insist that future employees obtain "enhanced level'' disclosure forms from the CRB.   

The bureau, however, was unable to cope with demand, which led to long delays in processing applicants.   

In September 2002 Estelle Morris, then Education Secretary, told schools they could allow new staff to start work without a CRB check as long as they had consulted List 99 and taken up references. It has not been revealed whether Hewett School obtained a CRB check on Reeve before he started work but in view of the case the department is being urged to make it mandatory for schools to get a CRB disclosure form before offering applicants a post.   

Sir Michael Bichard, who headed the inquiry into the Soham killings, said he was "disappointed'' his findings had still not been acted on.   

Speaking on BBC2's Newsnight, he said: "I was suggesting one barring or registration scheme. I didn't have to take account of the sex offenders register because Huntley wasn't on it but clearly what I was saying was 'let's have one register'.''   

Criminal checks cost to increase  

Richard Ford  
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The cost of a criminal record check is set to rise in April by almost 7 per cent as part of a drive to cut an annual loss for the Criminal Records Bureau (CRB) of Pounds 8 million (Richard Ford writes).  

A standard check for those working with children and vulnerable adults will go up from Pounds 29 to Pounds 31 and an enhanced check, for teachers in close contact with children, will increase by 5.9 per cent to Pounds 36. The CRB will also charge Pounds 6 for checks against the Department of Health's protection of vulnerable adults list, which allows people to work while a full CRB check is carried out.  

(c) Times Newspapers Ltd, 2005   

Terry Boynes Divisional director for the criminal records bureau, Capita Business Services  
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I have worked with both local and central government and the quality of the customer service varies from very good to struggling - some smaller organisations don't have the investment to do some of the training. A lot of investment in public services is going into getting that first experience of the customer right. It gives more customer satisfaction and a more efficient and faster service. It also allows local authorities to consolidate some of the cost savings in front office departments and put more staff on the streets. What West Mercia is doing is certainly the way public services should be going, provided the investment is being targeted and the benefits measured.  
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SIR - Your report on charities strangled by red tape (November 1) concerning the effect of the requirement for Criminal Records Bureau checks highlights a difficulty for voluntary organisations.  

The Football Association has ruled that referees may be appointed only if they have been checked, regardless of the age group. I help to run an adult football league in Leicester which has more than 2,000 adult players and virtually no under 18-year-olds. (We would be happy to restrict our activities to adults only.) The effect of this ruling will be fewer officially appointed referees and more games covered by "club officials'' over whom there is no control.  

If the requirement for CRB checks is not implemented sensibly, the effect could be counterproductive. As an example, how much antisocial behaviour takes place because there are no longer enough youth volunteers to provide legitimate activities for those young people with time on their hands?  

Dennis Roe  

Wigston, Leicester  

Flower ladies' scrutiny  
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SIR - I am on the friends committee of a small cottage hospital where the matron asked if we could help by coming in to change the flower water and freshen up the patients' flowers. Now we find we have to be checked out by the Criminal Records Bureau (Letters, November 3) before we can provide the help.  

We are ladies of mature years and must each provide evidence of identity and address, all of which must be scrutinised by the appropriate hospital administrator and then photocopied, before the volunteers can be allowed to top up the water and throw out the dead flowers.  

I am willing to accept that the hospital administrator should see my personal documents, but I will not accept having them photocopied and sent off to the CRB at a time when the police are warning us all, in the strongest terms, about the dangers of identity theft.  

Rosemary Gibbs  

Epsom, Surrey  

Business Interview: IAN WATMORE, GOVERNMENT CHIEF INFORMATION OFFICER - The eyes have it, when your job is to know every citizen in Britain  

By Tim Webb  
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The man responsible for the ID-card database is no computer geek " just as well, given the size of the task  

The best night of Ian Watmore's life was in May 2002, when he saw Arsenal beat Manchester United at Old Trafford to win the Premiership and celebrated in a bar at Manchester airport. It's not the kind of admission you would expect from the Government's chief information officer, whose job is to make sure the public sector's notoriously temperamental and expensive computer systems are up to scratch. You might expect someone in charge of the Government's computers to be a bit more, well, geeky.  

But there is far more to Watmore's job than IT (a term he doesn't like: 'I don't recognise 'IT projects' " they are business projects,' he says). His team will oversee the Government's controversial identity card and biometric passport schemes, expected to be among the world's most ambitious " and most expensive " database projects. If he says the irises of citizens (another favourite word of his) cannot be scanned for an ID card, the chances are they won't be.  

The post of chief information officer could be considered a poisoned chalice. Watmore is the man who carries the can for the Government's IT cock-ups " of which there is a long and distinguished history, including notorious cases involving the Passport Agency and the Child Support Agency. But since he was appointed last September, it's been so far so good. In fact, he jokes, 'It's been a bad year for IT disasters.'  

The former managing director of the consultancy firm Accenture made some big changes on taking charge " like deciding to audit how much the public- sector spends on IT. Amazingly, his predecessors did not keep count, even though the figure probably ran into billions of pounds each year.  

Watmore denies that he inherited a shambles but adds: 'We do need to know. The belief is we are spending more now than seven years ago, but I am not particularly interested in going back in time.'  

He gives the first " as far as we know, ever " estimate for public-sector spending on IT: £14bn in the past year. He says that around £140m is being spent to keep old systems running, and that he would like to see more of this money invested in new systems.  

Watmore is here to make your life easier, whether it's by allowing you, the 'citizen', to renew your car's tax disc online or to book an appointment with a GP using an NHS-wide computer system, rather by phone (he is still working on the latter).  

'The story is not the technology,' he explains. 'We say: 'Can we allow citizens to transact with government in a more convenient and easy-to- use way and to support frontline services?" Crime, health (there is a £6.2bn project under way to upgrade the NHS's IT systems) and education are his 'critical areas', he says.  

Citizens were not too happy with the service from the Passport Agency in the summer of 1999 when the introduction of passports for children coincided with a new computer system. Hundreds of people had to cancel their holidays when the agency was unable to issue passports on time. Projects like this one went wrong not because the computer systems were faulty, Watmore argues, but because of 'business change management'. In simple terms: 'They introduced the system in a big bang. The IT sank under the weight of a surge of applications for a brand-new system when it was at its weakest point.'  

Lessons have been learnt, he insists. They had better be. A Bill to introduce national identity cards with biometric profiles as early as 2008 is currently going through Parliament. No one knows how much an ID card will cost: estimates range from £30 to more than £200 for each holder. A London School of Economics study estimated the project could cost up to £19.2bn to implement. No one really knows how the technology will work in practice, either, particularly in the case of the more complicated and relatively untested area of biometrics. A scanner at an airport may, for example, be able to check that the iris or fingerprint on the ID card matches the holder's, but can it be sure an individual is who his card says he is?  

The Home Office, with Watmore's help, has been consulting with the IT industry on the best way to implement the scheme. Watmore says it should be phased in 'over quite a long period of time' (he does not say how long). 'One of the things we are going to avoid is some single implementation date when the whole country switches to ID cards. That is the sort of problem we have hit in the past with passports.'  

He says the Home Office could run a pilot ID card scheme for the Criminal Records Bureau, which vets applications from those who want to work with children or vulnerable people. 'I am a governor of a school. The use of ID cards could greatly simplify that process.'  

But will ID cards and separate plans to introduce biometric passports work? Watmore gives a good politician's answer (he is learning fast). 'I can't say anything like I know anything is going to happen.' Will it be delayed in the tradition of all great government IT projects? 'I don't think anyone is naive enough to believe this is an easy project.'  

This week, Home Office ministers will announce wide-ranging policies designed to transform public services through technology. Watmore wants the Government and the public sector to pool their resources to deliver better services, pointing out that there are 1,300 public sector organisations, all running separate back-office functions such as finance and human resources. 'There are differences here but not 1,300 differences [between them],' he says. With the help of these reforms, he hopes 'my equivalent in 10 years' time won't be talking about passport-type problems but things that have gone well'.  

And if things aren't quite running to plan, Watmore can al- ways flee the country " provided his biometric passport works.  

BIOGRAPHY  

Ian Watmore  
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5 July 1958  
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Trinity School, Croydon; degree in mathematics and management studies from Trinity College, Cambridge  
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1980: joins Andersen Consulting (now Accenture) as a graduate trainee  

2000: after rising through the ranks, becomes UK managing director of Accenture  

2004: appointed head of e-government unit in the Cabinet Office  

INTERESTS  

Arsenal FC  

Capita gains: Outsourcing, a major part of state-run industries, has mostly been a success. But one of the major players in the merging of public and private provision of services tells David Brindle it's not happening fast enough  
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Serco, Carillion, Accord, Vertex - most of the big names in public services outsourcing were there, breaking bread with senior civil servants, thinktankers and journalists and being addressed by Des Browne, chief secretary to the Treasury. It was the CBI's second annual public services dinner, held at University College London, next door to the spanking new hospital of the same name, product of the largest operational private finance initiative scheme in the country. And presiding was the man who has come to embody the private sector's encroachment on to the sacred turf of state services: Rod Aldridge, executive chairman of Capita.  

The swish event last month was a far cry from gatherings 15 or 20 years ago of those seen as the privatisation pioneers in local government and the NHS. The contract cleaners, caterers and refuse collectors who profited from the Conservatives' compulsory competitive tendering were not always the most endearing characters. This was an altogether different face of private enterprise: smooth operators, only too familiar with - and, to varying degrees, sympathetic to - New Labour values, talking the talk of partnership, choice and public service ethos. Not so much privateers as team players.  

Yet Aldridge, who chairs the CBI's public services strategy board, was less than happy. Things were not moving anything like fast enough, he said: service suppliers like Capita had proved their worth, had shown how much taxpayers' money could be freed up for reinvestment in frontline services, but the pace of outsourcing was all too slow and staccato. What was needed was some kind of central impetus - a "challenge body" - to stimulate action as much in central government as among councils and NHS agencies. "We are all ready to play our part," he declared. "Our challenge to government and to the public sector is to be bold in its thinking."  

Later, talking at Capita's functional headquarters in Victoria, London, Aldridge reflects on those words. This is not a man given to resting on his laurels.  

Indeed, rest less is how many regard him. Even though his group is now running at a pounds 1.4bn turnover - up 11% year on year, with profits up 18% - and even though 33 million of us have dealings with it, whether when in paying our council tax or the BBC licence fee, he is searching for still more growth. But it is not growth at any price - in a sign of the new status and confidence of the private suppliers of public services, Aldridge is not afraid to admit he is choosy about who Capita will work with, and at what level he expects to deal.  

"What we have said, here, is we will only bid for things where we can understand the commitment of the organisation to want to drive change," he says. "So we want, in local government, to see and understand the chief executive and the leader, and I think in the central government sense you would want to understand the permanent secretary and the minister."  

He professes to be "amazed" that more leaders of public services agencies agreeing long-term, multi-million-pound outsourcing contracts with Capita do not visit the company to meet him and his senior colleagues and to sample its culture. After all, he says, they are entrusting Capita with their brand. Equally, though, Capita's reputation is on the line. In a striking twist of the usual argument, Aldridge asserts: "Unless you feel comfortable that they are going to let contracts on the basis where they give you the chance to be innovative and creative, and let you offer terms and conditions to staff you think are right, you shouldn't bid. I think as an industry we have got to grow up a bit."  

If such talk from the leading public services contractor reflects a shift in the power balance between state agencies and their service suppliers, it may be because, as Aldridge says, the argument of principle about outsourcing has been won. There remain "pockets of resistance", he says, but, by and large, the potential of the private sector to realise business process savings is accepted and the issue of relative employment terms - for so long a thorny problem - left behind. Earlier this year, Capita signed a new agreement with public services union Unison, establishing local joint forums as well as a joint national board.  

So the future should look rosy and Aldridge - whose total remuneration package of pounds 2.2m last year placed him eighth in the Guardian pay survey of executive chairs - ought to be a contented man. By his own reckoning, Capita's potential market - and it wins half of all contracts it bids for - is pounds 70bn in the public and private sectors, of which only some 8% has so far been let.  

Back to that restlessness, though. Not only are government bodies painfully slow at putting back-office work out to tender, he says, but they fail to give sufficient notice to likely bidders or to work in partnership with them. He cites the NHS and the police as particularly bad. What fuels his frustration, he insists, is the waste of public money that could easily be realised and reallocated. "If a consumer, a taxpayer, understood that they could let these services maybe 20% or 30%-plus cheaper, it is possible they would rather that the money went into frontline services for those organisations. However, the consumer doesn't always understand that that's the case."  

What Aldridge wants to see develop are shared services centres, where state bodies would send their paperwork to be processed. Capita has evolved some of these on its own: one, in Coventry, handles tax and/or benefit administration for 12 councils. "That's 12 procurements [bidding processes], with probably three or four companies in each procurement, and each of those has gone on for nine months to a year," he says. "We have won them, and only then have we moved them into a centre where we can get economies of scale. If those 12 local authorities could have come together, the cost that could have been saved in procurement and time would have been enormous."  

He is keen also to work with voluntary organisations. Recognising the way the wind is blowing in Whitehall, with charities seen as ripe for taking on many more public services contracts, he thinks that a mix of the voluntary sector's strength, in terms of links with service-users, and the business process expertise of Capita and others could be irresistible. "Where the voluntary sector perhaps isn't as strong is that it probably hasn't got the back office and some of the deliverability that you need, particularly in the volume that you need it," he says. "I think that voluntary sector bodies have got to decide whether they are going to construct their own back offices or whether they engage with organisations like us."  

As somebody who came out of local government, Aldridge is a strong believer in staff switching among the statutory, private and voluntary sectors. In one new model, Capita has gone into a joint venture with Salford council, in which its employees are seconded to the company. Such cross-fertilisation would help all the sectors learn from each other, he says, and would particularly foster a less risk-averse culture in government - something he plainly feels lies at the root of the too-slow evolution of outsourcing. "You have got to be 100% right before you do anything," he says. "Frankly, that stifles change because you cannot take risks."  

Aldridge is, by nature, cautious, diffident even, especially in dealing with the media. Fierce criticism of the Criminal Records Bureau and the London congestion charge operation - two Capita contracts that got off to shaky starts before bedding down - has doubtless had a negative effect.  

Business contacts similarly report that the man behind the driven businessman remains something of an enigma. But he does seem motivated by a genuine belief in the need for change in public services and becomes almost animated when discussing obstacles and resistance to it.  

Just look at the congestion charge, he argues: 50% of all people now pay by text message or on the internet, a trend that has forced Capita fundamentally to restructure its processes. "With technology, a lot of organisations are going to have to do that," Aldridge predicts. "And we have to get our heads around what that means. If paper is going to go out of the system, there is no point having masses of people in an organisation that's constructed almost for them, rather than for what the end customer wants."  

Special report: Child abusers who shame British football: Paedophiles, bullying coaches, aggressive parents... Martin Bentham reveals details of a new investigation that will show how boys - and girls - are being put at risk by failures in the running of football at all levels: The molester and his victim  
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THE MOTHER'S voice trembles as she describes the night her 14-year-old son was sexually assaulted at the home of a referee he had befriended on a FA course.  

'He fled from the house at 4am wearing just his trainers, a fleece and his boxer shorts because the man had hidden his clothes. He called 999. It was terrible,' she says. 'It's a parent's worst nightmare and for my son it's a life sentence.'  

While the trauma endured by the mother and son from High Wycombe, Buckinghamshire, is, understandably, more extreme than the problems encountered by most youngsters involved in football, a report to be published this week by the government- backed Independent Football Commission reveals that all is not well in the country's national sport.  

The report, which sets out the results of an exhaustive 18-month study into the treatment of children in football, lists a succession of ways in which young people are vulnerable to abuse, ranging from bullying by coaches and over-aggressive parents, to the risk of grooming by paedophiles who target them after seeing their pictures in match programmes or even by masquerading as talent scouts.  

As the mother continues to talk about the suffering her teenage son endured at the hands of Michael Webb, a 47-year-old referee with the Berkshire and Buckinghamshire FA who was even tually sentenced to two years for the assault, the pain caused by the attack becomes increasingly apparent, as does her desire to ensure that no other family suffers a similar fate.  

'They met on a referee's course and he used his own son to befriend my son - that's how they got to know each other. I always thought that he was weird, but my son would say: "Mum, don't worry, he's a great man, he's a referee, he's very well regarded." So I was persuaded. You expect them to have paedophile stamped on their forehead, but of course they don't and he was very clever at grooming my son.  

'He was invited to stay with Webb and his son. Webb sent his boy to bed early then said my son should sleep on a spare bed in his room, but then my son woke up in the night to find Webb doing things to him. He was terribly depressed afterwards, turned to drink, dropped three of his GCSEs and hardly went back to school because he couldn't face it.'  

The anger in her voice cannot be disguised as she adds: 'Football seems such a reputable sport, but I think it needs to do much more to protect youngsters from these disgusting people.'  

Football's governing bodies insist, of course, and with some justification, that despite such cases, the vast majority of young people can continue to play for their local team or to visit their favourite professional club without fear or risk, as generations did before them; the number of incidents of abuse remains small when set against the millions who take part in football each week.  

Nevertheless, for some the findings will dredge up uncomfortable memories of the scandals that have tarnished the image of swimming - in which there have been several high-profile prosecutions of coaches - and other sports and expose what, it appears, may have been an unseen world of maltreatment and misconduct.  

Most immediately striking is the number of abuse investigations - something which has hitherto remained secret - while equally worrying is the report's warning that the current system, under which the FA and Premier League investigate incidents separately, is flawed and could allow individuals rejected by one organisation to work in the other.  

'The FA in 2005 had around 250 cases ongoing. The Premier League told the commission that it had had four cases since 2003, which it had commissioned an independent company to investigate. All were resolved; a further two were ongoing,' the report says.  

'But as a system for protecting children, the model is flawed. It is possible for someone to be rejected for work in football by the FA, but accepted by the Premier League. Children stand to be better protected if there is uniform case handling and confidence that, whichever body is deciding who is appropriate to work in football, the response to an individual is the same.'  

The report points out that other dangers remain, including in the professional game where clubs are routinely failing to follow the FA's own guidance, set out in 10 'golden rules', on taking pictures of children and the use of the resulting photographs.  

'An area of concern is the use of photographs in match day programmes. The commission found in a survey of 24 programmes randomly taken across all leagues, that FA 'golden rules' are regularly breached and clubs do not recognise the risk to children if they are traceable to their school or home from an image in a programme.  

'Photographs most commonly used are those of mascots, but pictures of ballboys and girls are also used. Children also feature on "news" pages (eg, birthday notices) and where children have won prizes in club competitions. In all but two photographs, children are fully identified  

'There is a recognised risk, and a body of evidence, that photographs of children can identify them and, especially if the images find their way on to the internet, can render a child vulnerable.'  

Concern is also expressed about the treatment of ball boys during matches, which, the report suggests, can sometimes amount to child abuse. 'The commission came across instances where ballboys/ girls have been the target of abuse from players and sometimes coaches. This may be when the child is not aware of conventions, particularly towards the end of professional games, regarding how quickly or slowly a ball is thrown back into play. There is at least one instance of a player angrily throwing the ball back at a ball boy, causing injury, and several of unacceptable language being directed at ball boys.'  

The role of adult mascots comes under similar scrutiny. Superficially, it may have a whiff of the ludicrous. How could a bloke dressed up as a hippo be a worry? But such people have access to children and as such should be checked. The report says that some are subject to Criminal Records Bureau reports, but many are not, creating a potential risk of abuse or inappropriate behaviour.  

'There are issues around the other mascots, the adult ones inside funny costumes who entertain the crowd and frequently have an extended role at the club, interfacing with children. Those acting as club mascots are vulnerable to their actions being misinterpreted, especially when they are posing for photographs with children or when asked - often by parents - to hold children or take them on their knee,' the report says.  

The commission, set up in 2001 by the FA, the Premier League and the Football League to assess the way in which the game is run, says that contact between star players and their young fans can give rise to further problems. Examples include when teenage female supporters ask for body autographs or players are asked to pose for pictures with children or even to visit young fans in hospital wards.  

It suggests that the relevant governing bodies of football should produce guidance to increase players' awareness of child protection to assist both the children and the players themselves.  

Another problem cited is conduct towards teenage girls working for contract caterers in football stadiums. 'It is not unusual for waiting staff to be female and under 18 and to be vulnerable in hospitality areas to more attention than might be appropriate,' says the report.  

At lower levels of the game, local clubs are advised to check the credentials of those claiming to be scouts for professional clubs because 'the fake scout, sadly, is not unknown', and to ensure that referees are registered with the FA, meaning they will have had a criminal records check, something that, the report warns, does not always happen.  

'People are usually just grateful to have anyone willing to referee. What this suggests, however, is that numbers of children are under the supervision of referees who may not be suited to work with children, and that those enabling this have perhaps little awareness of the likely wider risk to children from the individual's encounter with them at a football game.'  

A separate concern - clearly less serious than physical abuse, but which can still cause considerable emotional damage - is the conduct of parents who shout aggressively at children from the touchline. For them, a system of 'red cards', fines and bans is recommended.  

'Parents are often described as the biggest problem in youth football,' the report adds. 'They put winning before playing, being selected over taking part. Often-cited examples of poor parental behaviour are loud, aggressive exhortation, bad language, audible criticism of a child's performance, mockery, abusing the referee, violence to other parents, antagonism towards a coach - each of them a form of abuse.'  

Although the authors of the report are keen to emphasise that the risk to youngsters at professional clubs or those who play for their local team remains small, there have, of course, been a number of serious incidents at all levels of the game.  

One of the most well documented is the case of former Scotland striker Alan Brazil, who also played for Ipswich, Spurs and Manchester United, and who gave evidence in court that he had been abused by a former Celtic Boys Club coach, Jim Torbett. Torbett was jailed in 1998 for two-and-a-half years for molesting Brazil, who was 13 at the time, and other boys over a seven-year period.  

Earlier this year, Christopher Norris, a youth coach with Morton FC, a Scottish second division side, was sentenced to three years' probation after admitting taking or permitting indecent photos of children at his home over an 18-month period. The photos, which were downloaded from the internet, showed boys as young as 10 being abused by adults.  

More happily, the report, which was commissioned by the football authorities to help them tighten safeguards in the game in the wake of the problems affecting other sports, cites many positive achievements which should reduce the risk.  

These include the appointment of child protection officers at many clubs, the introduction of a requirement for criminal records checks for many jobs in football, and an increased awareness among county FA organisations of the need to ensure proper protection and treatment of young players. Training provided by the FA's child protection unit is also praised, as is the collaboration between football and organisations such as the NSPCC and the police.  

'The FA's strategy has, in the last five years, driven and facilitated an enormous programme of change and represents remarkable achievement at all levels,' the report states. 'Regularly, from other sports' governing bodies, the commission heard acknowledgement that football was ahead in many areas of child protection. Progress has clearly been made and child protection is recognised as fundamental.'  

John Carr, a spokesman for NCH, the largest child welfare organisation in Britain, said that football, like other sports, had suffered serious problems with child abuse, but praised the game's efforts to combat it.  

'Sport in general has been plagued with scandals and by adults who want to misuse their positions of trust,' he said. 'This report is a reminder that things can go badly wrong, but it is commendable that football is taking this matter seriously.  

'Football is very image-conscious and has worked out that every paedophile case is very damaging. I am sure they are determined to be absolutely on top of this problem.'  
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We have been given a false sense of security. Three years after the Criminal Records Bureau was set up, it is deeply worrying to discover that there are flaws in the vetting procedures that clear people to work with children and the vulnerable. In many cases, an incomplete check will do no harm: a missing middle name, a common error, will rarely conceal malign intent. But there is a real chance that incompetence has let some dangerous people slip through the net supposed to protect children from ever encountering another school caretaker such as Ian Huntley, the Soham murderer.   

The sad fact is that the CRB is only as good as the information that it receives.   

It has no magic lie detector. It relies instead on 13,000 registered bodies, including schools, to check documents such as passports, birth certificates and bank statements before filling out an application form. It has to hope that these organisations will always be aware of the importance of this task. Spot checks have found these bodies sadly wanting. A third of those sampled are failing to verify accurately the identity of the applicants that they put forward to the CRB.   

They are also submitting hundreds of thousands of incomplete or erroneous application forms.   

This is a staggering scale of ineptitude. It suggests that another Huntley could use an assumed identity which might not be penetrated, and therefore not linked with previous offences. Some of the information is absolutely basic. Many forms apparently fail to provide a complete address history for the previous five years, even though this is something that any applicant should be able to provide. The impression is that many bodies have been shamelessly sloppy.   

Has the CRB demanded too much of these other agencies by putting the onus on them to verify the identities of what are expected, this year alone, to be 2.8 million applicants? Suspecting every single employee of bad intentions does not, of course, make for a comfortable working environment. Organisations may well be inclined to wave through information from someone who is already known and liked.   

In offices up and down the land, counter-signatories who are supposed to check identity documents for more mundane purposes may give them only the most cursory glance, often with the person concerned hovering over them. To err is human. The tra-gedy is that, in the case of criminal checks, every error carries a small chance of catastrophic consequences.   

Ministers want to tighten up pro-cedures by placing a duty on registered bodies to take care in verifying the identity of the applicants. This is clearly crucial.   

Had Huntley been connected with his alias Ian Nixon, the Soham tragedy may have been averted.   

The short history of the CRB has been peppered with failings and difficulties. As a story of human fallibility, it has depressing implications for identity cards, an experiment that would be of greater magnitude. There is little point in having a bureau that does not check the right people against criminal records.   

(c) Times Newspapers Ltd, 2005    
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SIR - The Criminal Records Bureau - "an executive agency of the Home Office'' - has just issued me with my enhanced disclosure certificate. Although it has my full name, date of birth and place of birth clearly printed at the top, they have printed somebody else's details with a similar name, different date of birth and different place of birth on the same sheet of paper and they have awarded me a conviction for cultivating cannabis in Loughborough - a place I have never visited. I have written to them three times to correct this but they have declined to do so, saying they have to "err on the side of caution''. This is not erring on the side of caution; it is incompetence, and it does not surprise me that the same Home Office is equally incompetent at other things, such as patrolling our borders. Dr David Jenkins Ferryside, Carmarthenshire  
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MORE than 700 care staff have been banned from working with the elderly or people with learning difficulties following accusations of neglect, assault and sexual abuse.   

The scale of the problem involving dangerous carers is revealed for the first time in the figures, which show that many of them have been working for years with councils or private companies which had no way of knowing their background.   

A register of people banned from working with vulnerable adults was set up last summer following the public inquiry into the murders of Soham schoolgirls Holly Wells and Jessica Chapman.   

The inquiry revealed serious flaws in the system for checking the suitability of staff working in care, not just those who worked with children, such as caretaker Ian Huntley who was convicted of killing the schoolgirls, but also those who worked with adults who were elderly or had learning difficulties.   

Councils who send staff into elderly people's homes or residential home owners now have to check whether they are on the Protection of Vulnerable Adults (Pova) register before hiring them.   

Pova is run by the Criminal Records Bureau, which maintains a central list of people barred from working in residential care homes or caring for people living at home.   

Since last July, more than 2,100 carers have been referred to the register by employers, usually care home owners, worried about their staff. Around a third have faced allegations of neglect and another third allegations of physical abuse or violence. Sexual abuse accounts for a further 4 per cent of referrals - some 60 individuals. After investigation, 714 of them were either permanently barred from working in the care sector or barred pending appeal. The rest were cleared.   

Liam Byrne, government minister with responsibility for care, told The Observer that the initiative was a success. 'We are absolutely committed to reducing the risk of abuse at the hands of dangerous or unscrupulous individuals,' he said.   

Local councils, care homes and agencies providing care in the home are legally obliged to check with the register before taking in new staff involved in caring for elderly and vulnerable adults.   

Where care workers have harmed someone in their care or are seen as a risk, employers have a legal obligation to refer them to the list. Employers also have a duty to inform Pova when workers are dismissed because they are unsuitable.   

One of those who has gone on to the register is Margaret Williams, deputy manager of residential home in Ammanford, South Wales. She was jailed for three months and placed on the Pova register in November after she was convicted of assaulting an elderly woman suffering from dementia. The woman was left screaming in pain after Williams, 52, used what was described as an 'anal probe' to relieve her constipation.   

Former care home manager Annette Harber was placed on the Pova register and jailed for 15 months in March for swindling residents of a Sussex nursing home out of more than pounds 12,000.   

Care worker Brian Adams from Newcastle upon Tyne was placed on the register in February and sentenced to a three-year community rehabilitation order with compulsory sex offender treatment after he admitted indecently assaulting a vulnerable woman in her seventies.   

Sheila Scott, chief executive of the National Care Homes Association, which represents care providers, said she thought the system was weeding out potential abusers, but that it was too slow.   

'We have raised concerns with the department that the time from referral to a decision is too long and in that time people could be put at risk so it must be speeded up,' she said.   
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Checks made by the Criminal Records Bureau led to 20,000 people having job offers withdrawn last year. The Home Office said figures showed "unsuitable" job applicants were being prevented from gaining access to children and vulnerable adults as a result of the improved checking regime.  

FSA plans to drop checks on some City workers  
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TENS of thousands of City workers will no longer be checked for criminal records under a plan to cut red tape proposed by the Financial Services Authority yesterday.  

The procedure that identifies convicted fraudsters, insider dealers and other white-collar criminals and prevents them from working in the City is to be dropped. The process of vetting, approving and registering City workers on the FSA's "approved persons" register is to be scrapped for all people working in the wholesale markets -those dealing with other City professionals rather than the public.  

The FSA is not allowed to obtain information from the Criminal Records Bureau except on people applying to be approved under the Rehabilitation of Offenders Act.  

The City regulator said it wanted to dismantle the regime for traders, dealers, analysts, corporate financiers and fund managers in the wholesale markets. Only City professionals dealing with members of the public will still have to be vetted by the FSA.  

The plan is likely to be welcomed by stockbrokers and investment banks, which are struggling with heavy compliance costs, but raises questions about how bad apples will be spotted and disciplined.  

The FSA admitted that the lack of information on past crimes of potential recruits could lead to "a possible loss to the quality of assessment that could be made".  

It also said that under its proposed reforms it would no longer be able to discipline the exempted workers under its approved persons regime, "or for being knowingly concerned in any other rule breach". But it would still be able to ban workers from the City if they were deemed not fit and proper to hold their jobs, it said, adding that 18 out of 34 prohibition orders issued in the past three and a half years were against workers not on the register.  

It also said there would be "some one-off costs" associated with moving to the new rules. Firms in the wholesale markets will have to vet recruits themselves. But overall the present regime was disproportionately burdensome for some firms, the FSA said.  

At present 165,587 City workers are listed on the FSA register, which anyone can access on the internet. The proposed reform is expected to reduce that number by tens of thousands, although the FSA had no estimate of numbers.  

In future it would be up to firms to make sure they were not trying to hire banned people, it said.  

At present no one can work in a responsible job in the City -known as a controlled function -unless listed on the register. The FSA carries out checks before deeming them approved persons.  

The reforms are part of a drive by the FSA to simplify its rules and remove those that are unnecessary.  

(c) Times Newspapers Ltd, 2005   
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HUNDREDS of youngsters are still being failed by the child protection system because it is inconsistent, unco-ordinated and understaffed, says a report today from eight independent government inspectorates. The report, which follows the inquiries into the death of Victoria Climbié and the Soham murders, will be an embarrassment to ministers who say children's welfare has improved. According to the report, the sharing of information between the police, the NHS and social services is shambolic. Councils are sending children in care to live hundreds of miles from their families with little follow-up to see if they have settled into their foster homes or schools, it says. Children with physical or learning disabilities are not cared for properly. Many staff lack the training to communicate with them adequately or to identify potential abuse. A number of staff are also not being checked properly.   

 References are not always taken up, and temporary agency staff and foreign workers are often not checked at all. "Five years after Climbié and almost three years after Soham, and all that soul searching, and basic improvements are not happening,'' said a source close to the report. "We cannot prevent every child's death - you can't prevent the rogue nutter slipping through the net - but you can have a procedure that means you have the best system in place to prevent it.'' The report says rechecking the credentials of existing staff, especially those in residential schools, with the Criminal Records Bureau was "particularly inconsistent''. A quarter of 96 independent schools did not comply with appropriate staff checks. The inspectorates, which represent bodies such as Ofsted, the police and the prison service, said that since their first report in 2002, there were also "considerable concerns'' about the different thresholds applied by social services in child protection. At the same time, agencies other than social services - such as teachers and doctors - were often unclear as to how to recognise signs of abuse and how to report them. Police forces had complained that there were delays in social services and NHS staff notifying them of concerns that might affect criminal investigations. The report adds: "Some services are under considerable pressure because of difficulty in recruiting and retaining suitably qualified and experienced staff, especially in social services in London and the South-East.'' Among its 30 recommendations, the report says the immigration service should be involved in safeguarding children. Individuals in each of the agencies should have a clear understanding of the roles and functions of other agencies and skills to undertake their roles. The report, Safeguarding Children, is being presented today to ministers including Charles Clarke, the Home Secretary, Ruth Kelly, the Education Secretary, and Patricia Hewitt, the Health Secretary. swomack@telegraph.co.uk   

Society: This sporting strife: After a series of high-profile sexual abuse scandals, British sport's governing bodies came under intense pressure to get their act together. David Conn checks the progress so far on child protection and bullying  
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The moment when British sport was forced to accept it had serious problems in the care of its young participants came in September 1995. Paul Hickson, a senior swimming coach who had, at the pinnacle of his long career, taken the British team to the Seoul Olympics, was convicted of having raped and indecently assaulted several young female swimmers. He was sentenced to 15 years in prison.  

"It was a huge shock," recalls David Sparkes, the chief executive of the Amateur Swimming Association. "Along with the abuse itself, it was extremely worrying that some swimmers had expressed concerns about Hickson, but had not been responded to. We realised, in a nutshell, we had to change the whole culture of our sport."  

Sparkes approached various people, including Celia Brackenridge, an academic who, for 20 years, has pioneered research into the abuse, bullying and other, mostly unreported, darker sides to young people's participation in sport.  

The National Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children (NSPCC) began working with Sparkes to implement a child protection policy when it was approached by the Football Association, following a serious case of abuse perpetrated on young players by one of the FA's coaches. When a third sports governing body approached the NSPCC, the charity realised that nationally, although children are relentlessly encouraged by government to take up sport as a healthy, life-enhancing activity, they were wide open to abuse.  

The result was an initiative unique to this country, the Child Protection in Sport Unit (CPSU), a joint project by Sport England and the NSPCC, which aims, ambitiously, to promote a culture change in the way sports have too often treated young people.  

On Friday, as part of the International Children's Games taking place in Coventry, the CPSU will hold its inaugural conference, an opportunity, four years since the unit was established, to assess progress, promote good practice, and consider the challenges sport still faces.  

Steve Boocock, the CPSU's director, spent 20 years in the Probation Service, specialising in child protection, and is himself a qualified swimming coach. He prefaces his talks on the subject by recalling a grim list of convictions for serious abuse that followed Hickson: Mike Drew, convicted in 2001 of sexual abuse of five teenage boys in his care; Matthew Pedrazzini, sentenced to 15 months in prison in 2002 for unlawful sexual intercourse with a minor and indecent assault; and notorious convictions of coaches in football, cricket, karate, table tennis, athletics, show jumping, tennis and gymnastics.  

"Children participate in sport more than in any other activity besides going to school," Boocock explains. "The government is increasingly stressing sport's health and social benefits, and sport will be central to their plans for extended hours schooling. However, it has largely been unregulated, an area that abusers could infiltrate. Our mission is to ensure sports are safe and healthy for children to take part in."  

That need was sufficiently appreciated by Sport England - whose government-supported role is to encourage children to take part in sport - for them to provide pounds 110,000 annually to fund the CPSU. The NSPCC itself provides another pounds 100,000.  

According to Boocock, before the unit was established in 2001, only a quarter of sports' governing bodies had child protection policies; just 9% of coaches and 3% of volunteers were being vetted for criminal convictions; and serious allegations of abuse were being made in a third of sports.  

The CPSU bases its child protection framework on governing bodies first being prepared to accept and state publicly that they oppose child abuse, and then on quite basic common sense policies and procedures. All governing bodies, Boocock says, now run Criminal Records Bureau checks on coaches - which produce "relevant information", concerns to be followed up, in up to 10% of applicants.  

Sports also now publish explicit codes of conduct, which are incorporated into affiliated clubs and form part of the training of coaches and volunteers. The governing bodies establish chains of reporting, within clubs and up to national level, through which young people can make their complaints or concerns known, and be confident that they will be heard. In swimming, Sparkes summarises the approach as one of "vigilance and openness".  

Four years on, 74 sports' governing bodies - around 85% - have CPSU-approved child protection policies. Swimming, which was shamed by the Hickson case, is credited with having led the move into this new culture, but this does not mean that abuse has been completely stamped out. Sparkes says that out of 250,000 swimmers - the vast majority under 16 - at the ASA's 1,800 affiliated clubs, around 60 complaints are currently being dealt with, ranging from relatively minor allegations to "one or two" that may suggest serious abuse has taken place.  

"We know we have improved our practices," says Sparkes, "but we have to stay vigilant. My aim is simple: to make it extremely difficult for any abuser to get into swimming."  

Brackenridge, who was researching children's bleaker experiences of sport long before governing bodies were prepared to face up to the problems, will in her conference address refer to estimates made by the UN that while 70% of children have positive experiences in sport, 20% are vulnerable to abuse and 10% have their rights violated.  

She is keen, as is Boocock, to stress that serious sexual assault in sport is only one extreme in a spectrum of abuses that include bullying, excessive physical demands and emotional abuse, such as victimisation or undermining young people's confidence. "We have moved on from child protection being purely about stopping paedophiles," Brackenridge explains. "We are more focused now on sport looking at itself and developing a more constructive way of treating its young people."  

This, the conference will be told, is one of the next major challenges: to change what has too often been brutal, kick-up-the-backside coaching, and develop accepted standards of how best to develop young athletes, physically and psychologically.  

Boocock is also striving to extend the CPSU's work to sports not affiliated to governing bodies, to more casual participation, and internationally. Today and tomorrow, he will address a UN session about child protection in sport, a field in which, perhaps surprisingly, Britain is recognised to be a leader.  

"Other countries have had cases resulting in coaches being banned for life," Boocock says, "but nowhere else have they taken the strategic national approach that we have. We're driving home the message that it is in the interests of everybody for sport to be safe and healthy. We're really talking about modernising the treatment of young people in sport."  

MPs warn of 70 failing Whitehall IT projects  
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Seventy risky Whitehall computer projects have received secret "red warnings" that they will fail to deliver unless immediate action is taken to rectify problems, a report by MPs that demands publication of the findings reveals today.  

Eight projects have received "double red warnings", which led to a letter from the Treasury's Office of Government Commerce (OGC) being sent to the ministry's permanent secretary warning that the project had very serious prob lems. Only one of them has since been given a "green light" that it is now "on target to succeed".  

The OGC's chief executive, John Oughton, has declined to publish any of the critical reports - citing as the reasons commercial secrecy and the possible prejudicing of "the effective conduct of public affairs by inhibiting full and frank discussion".  

The disclosure - in a report by the all-party Commons public accounts committee - comes as Whitehall is still recovering from a spate of computer failures involving tax credits payments, immigration and national insurance records and the Criminal Records Bureau. Questions have also been raised about the effectiveness and cost of the new ID cards register.  

The report reveals that a third of the 254 projects skipped the first two stages of their evaluation - which included whether the new computer system was "feasible, affordable and likely to achieve value for money". This is despite the government setting up a special process known as the Gateway review to assess computer projects at five separate stages of their development, because so many were failing and costing taxpayers hundreds of millions of pounds.  

Each IT project was rated red, amber or green to alert ministers and senior civil servants to any which threaten to cause headaches. The report shows that 57 projects got the green light, 70 had red warnings and 127 had amber warnings - which meant they could go ahead provided the ministries agreed to changes suggested in the review.  

One of the reports looked into the feasibility of the ID card system, but the OGC has refused to release the findings, only publishing a Home Office background paper on the introduction of the system.  

MPs and trade unions are demanding that the government publish reports as well as pass over the most serious "double red" warning cases to Sir John Bourn, the comptroller and auditor general.  

Richard Bacon, the Conservative MP for Norfolk South and a member of the committee, said yesterday: "The reports must be published. I suspect we are being kept in the dark because senior civil servants cannot manage these projects. The OGC is using commercial secrecy as a cover for not publishing the information. Certainly the computer companies I have contacted would welcome publication."  

The Conservative MP Edward Leigh, who was chairman of the committee when the report was drawn up, said he was "concerned" by the failure of so many projects to go through the full Gateway review process. He also said there was a strong case for the publication of the reports.  

"Far too often, major IT-enabled projects in govern ment departments are late, well over budget, or do not work at all - an enormous waste of taxpayers' money," he said.  

Mark Serwotka, the general secretary of the Public and Commercial Services Union, said yesterday: "These report should be publicly available. The public needs to know whether the system is any good and our members need to know whether it will work because they will have to operate it."  

The OGC said yesterday it would respond to the report later in the year, when the Treasury replies to MPs.  

Among the most spectacular computer fiascos are the new pounds 6bn NHS national system for booking operations, which is more than a year late and has so far arranged 63 appointments; the computerisation of magistrates court records, which went up from pounds 146m to pounds 400m; and the tax credit system - subject to a damning report from the parliamentary ombudsman - that has contributed to pounds 1.9bn in overpayments to poor families that now have to be clawed back. The latest estimate for the cost of setting up the ID cards system is said to be pounds 15bn.  

The soaring costs of hi-tech fiascos  
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Passport Agency  

Work on system started in 1997 but technical problems cost £12.6m and 40-day delays in passport turnover caused pandemonium. Inability of staff to process info quickly was disastrous, not technology  

Benefits Payment Card Designed to link all 19,000 UK post offices and the DSS benefits system. With costs at £1bn the project was suspended in 1999. Planning/co-ordination and supplier problems  

Contributions Agency Highly complex system. Major problems at start and incapacity benefits were paid "blind". It was feared the failure could affect more than 80,000 benefit applicants  

Lord Chancellor"s Office The Libra court computer system to link 385 magistrates" courts to a standard computer system was suspended in 2002 with little improvement. Costs rose from £184m to £390m  

Child Support Agency Work on the system started in 2002 but technical problems caused loss of £200m. Staff not prepared to operate it  

Inland Revenue  

Technical and supplier problems led to slow take-up in online services after work started in 2001. Security breaches and major error (£15m of debts were wiped)  

Criminal Records Bureau Work began in 2001. Delays in processing information caused chaos, with school staff being unavailable for work because checks not ready in time for start of school year.  

HM Customs & Excise VAT online Pilot project had 66 per cent drop- out rate because users were not attracted  

Public Record Office Census Online  

Work started in 2000. But service overwhelmed and suspended for months after four days. Relations between the supplier and departments blamed  

NHS national programme for (NpfIT)  

System to link hospitals and GPs" surgeries likely to cost £30bn, five times the original price. Training staff accounts for almost all overspend.  

Housing benefit system. Initial costs put at £700m but ballooned to £2.66bn, and fraud continues  

(Sources: LSE, Computer Weekly, York University Department of Computer Science)  

Only a government of Muckles could try to bring back ID cards  

David Pannick, QC  
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In December 1950, Clarence Willcock was driving his car in London, when he was stopped by PC Harold Muckle and asked to produce his national registration identity card. Mr Willcock refused. He threw on to the pavement a form requiring him to present his card at a police station within two days. He was prosecuted under the National Registration Act 1939. In June 1951, a Divisional Court of seven judges, presided over by Lord Goddard, the Lord Chief Justice, said the national emergency that had led to the Act did not justify a policeman demanding to see an identity card "on some trivial occasion". Such action "turns law abiding subjects into lawbreakers, which is a most undesirable state of affairs".  

In 1952, the Conservative Government abolished identity cards. Half a century later, the proposal by a government of Harold Muckles to reintroduce identity cards should be resisted by Parliament with the determination of Clarence Willcock.  

The Identity Cards Bill would establish a national identity register of people aged 16 and over living in this country. The database would hold biometric information to identify people by reference to physical characteristics, such as fingerprints and iris scans. The register would also contain details of the name, sex, date and place of birth, and present and previous addresses of individuals.  

It would be compulsory to register. Identity cards would be issued, but there would be no obligation to carry them. The card, and the register, would enable people to prove their identity, and the database would help the authorities to check that a person was who he or she claimed to be. The issue of an ID card does not of itself raise human rights issues. But, as the Parliamentary Joint Committee on Human Rights explained in its report published in January, the systematic collection, storage and use of information on a register "allows for significant intrusion into private life" and so raises issues under Article 8 of the European Convention on Human Rights, which protects the right to privacy. The Government therefore needs to satisfy Parliament that the proposed legislation is necessary to meet legitimate aims.  

The Government has failed to prove the case for such a scheme. Recent terrorist atrocities in New York and Spain were not the result of the use of false identities and it is difficult to see how a register would make any significant contribution to the fight against terrorism. Suicide bombers do not normally worry about concealing their identity. In any event, it would be difficult to prevent aspiring terrorists from feeding false information into the register.  

Nor would the scheme serve any other useful purpose. A very small proportion of benefit fraud results from the use of a false identity. Employers already have ample means of checking the immigration status of a prospective worker. If access to public services, such as health, is to be based on proof of identity, there is a risk that in practice only certain racial or ethnic groups would be required to satisfy such an obligation.  

Even if there were some benefits to be gained from the introduction of a register, the record of this Government, and its predecessors, does not encourage confidence that the Home Office is competent to introduce and administer so ambitious a technological project within budget, and so that it works in an efficient manner that justifies the interferences with privacy rights.  

The proposal is that the first cards would be available in 2008, and registration would be made compulsory at a later date. The Home Office estimates that setting up the system over the first three years would cost Pounds 186 million, plus Pounds 85 million for the annual cost of ID cards. We can confidently predict (from the experience of the Child Support Agency, the NHS IT programme and many other examples) that the actual cost would be substantially more. That money could pay for more concrete benefits in the form of all the external characteristics - not just the fingerprints and features of the iris -of a large number of extra policemen, doctors and teachers. They are likely to be a much more reliable means of providing public services efficiently. As the public interest group Liberty has pointed out, successive governments have an "appalling record" of inaccuracy in databases, for example in relation to the Passport Agency, the Census and the Criminal Records Bureau.  

The Identity Cards Bill would introduce a fundamental change in the relationship between the citizen and the State despite the absence of any compelling justification for such legislation. The fingerprints on the Bill can all too easily be identified as belonging to ministers who need to combat violent crime, remove immigrants with no right to remain, and promote efficiency in the health service, but who are capable only of producing expensive, flamboyant and irrelevant gestures.  

The author is a practising barrister at Blackstone Chambers and a Fellow of All Souls College, Oxford.  

(c) Times Newspapers Ltd, 2005   

The 'reluctant' back-office boss: Maggie Urry meets Rod Aldridge who has been at the helm of Capita since it was formed 21 years ago. 

By MAGGIE URRY 
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As a boy, Rod Aldridge supported Brighton and Hove Albion, his local football team. Following the Seagulls, as the side is affectionately known by its fans, has been pretty challenging over the years. 

The chairman of Capita Group confesses that while he is still a season ticket holder at Brighton, he has been lured by the attraction of watching top-class football at Chelsea. 

His career has been a bit like that too. From an unpromising start, he is now at the top of the premier league with Capita - the acknowledged leader in the business outsourcing market. But he has never forgotten or denied his roots, and attributes many of his attitudes, both in business and in life, to his early experience. 

The company has just held a dinner to celebrate 20 years since its foundation - and only a year late - and Mr Aldridge has been there since the start. 

Indeed, he set the company up. His then employers had decided to form a company, and "they asked me to be managing director of it. I didn't want to do it, I had to be persuaded". 

Had he refused, things would have been so different. But once in the job, he was determined to make it work. "I knew I couldn't go back, my job was filled. I had to make it work," he said. 

Three years later, when he led a management buy-out, he had another incentive to "make it work" having put up his own money to back the deal. His determination paid off. 

Since the flotation in 1989, when the company was valued at Pounds 8m, its market capitalisation has grown to Pounds 2.5bn and its annual turnover to Pounds 1.3bn. 

The group has expanded from a computer consultancy to local authorities, to a position where now almost every UK citizen comes into contact with it. 

Capita may be responsible for administering your pension, sending out your council tax bill and handling your share transactions. 

It will collect your TV licence fee and, if you drive a car in central London, it will accept your congestion charge payment. 

Over the years, Mr Aldridge has demonstrated repeatedly that he is "a very determined individual". 

Brought up in Portslade, a rather less salubrious adjunct to Brighton, he failed his 11-plus and went to the local secondary modern school. 

"The system did not get the best out of me," he said, looking back. 

While he shone at sport - he was captain of the school football and cricket teams, opening the batting for the latter, with a determined innings-building style - he left school at 16 with five O levels, without any chance of taking A levels or aspiring to university. 

He says it was only a happy and stable home life that kept him going, and he now works privately to help young people who have had a poor start in life. 

After leaving school on a Friday, he started work the following Monday as a post boy in the finance department of the local county council. It was "the bottom of the pile", he says. 

His job gave him an insight into the way people behave in an organisation, and some of his superiors clearly did not value the lowly post boy. That experience influenced his later management style, and with a hint of bitterness in his voice, he says, "I do not treat people like that". 

Again his determination to succeed came through and he studied accountancy by correspondence course, qualifying when he was 22. 

After many more years in local government he joined the Chartered Institute of Public Finance and Accountancy - the body for local authority accountants - becoming its technical director. 

There he felt he was stuck: "I applied for a lot of jobs." And then he got the chance to set up what became Capita. 

Since then, the company has reinvented itself several times, from consultancy to service provider, from purely working for local government to having clients ranging from schools to pension funds, from criminal records to Dixons, the retailer. 

From the start, Mr Aldridge said, "we knew that we could do well. I do not think we knew that we could achieve what we have." It was a time when the public sector was being opened up. "We were in the right place at the right time," he said. 

Capita won contracts, extended its reach, often entering new fields with small acquisitions and survived while others faltered. "We have been opportunistic, we have been bold, we have been first in markets," he said. 

It has delivered substantial savings to many of its customers, taking over back offices, improving productivity and raising the service level. 

Mr Aldridge cites Capita's contract to collect the TV licence fee for the BBC. "Because we reduced the evasion, the amount of money that is going into the BBC has increased by a lot. Effectively they get us for free." 

In 2002-03 the BBC received an extra Pounds 54m in fees, and a further gain of Pounds 42m was achieved the following year. 

When Capita took over running the teachers' pension scheme, which covers 1.4m current and former teachers, "we had nine miles of files of paper". Applying technology helped cut the costs of running it by 48 per cent, he said with precision. 

With more than 300 long-term contracts, a more than 90 per cent retention rate, and no single customer accounting for more than 6 per cent of annual turnover, the group has regularly pleased investors and Mr Aldridge is held in high regard in the City. 

But in recent years, Capita has become embroiled in controversy with a series of high-profile contracts that have suffered teething problems, including the Criminal Records Bureau and the London congestion charge. The satirical magazine Private Eye has taken to calling the company "Crapita", and delights in exposing apparent failings. 

Asked about these, the set of Mr Aldridge's determined jaw became even firmer and his comments more guarded. 

At the Criminal Records Bureau, he said, Capita was hired to produce an IT-driven system but ended up administering a paper based one. "We had to rethink the whole process in real time and in the shop window. That was quite challenging. We have learnt a lot more about procurement." 

Did he ever consider giving up? "I don't give up, I don't," he asserted. Now the system is working well, "we are issuing 50,000 disclosures a week. We have issued more than 6m of them and it's now a machine". 

Similarly, with the congestion charge, the unpopularity of the scheme has rubbed off on Capita. "You have to separate us out," said Mr Aldridge. "We are the back office. The policy, the zone, what you pay, who pays, how it's paid - that's not us." 

"We delivered a 450 man-year IT system to time, to budget and it worked." Initial difficulties, he said, were teething problems inevitable in a contract of that size. 

Has he felt wounded by the criticism? Clearly he has, though he said he has learnt to be philosophical and laugh at the Private Eye coverage. 

"I am very emotional about the company and I don't apologise about that, it has been a huge part of my life." And but for that one chance to manage a new company that he wanted to refuse, he would still be watching the Seagulls instead of Chelsea.  

Capita's Aldridge sells pounds 7.6m shares   

By Alistair Osborne Associate City Editor   
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THE boss of Capita, the company which runs London's congestion charge, has sold pounds 7.64m of shares, much of which he is understood to be using to complete a divorce settlement from his wife. Rod Aldridge, 57, the executive chairman who founded Capita 21 years ago, separated from his wife more than a year ago and is believed to be in the throes of a divorce. The pair have four children. A Capita spokesman would only say the sale was ``for a range of financial things. He's got some investments he wanted to make and some personal financial issues that he wanted to address.'' Capita said yesterday that Mr Aldridge had sold 2m shares on Thursday at an average price of 382p. The shares fell 8* to 376*p. He retains 15.8m shares, worth pounds 60m, including 550,000 held non-beneficially in a charitable trust.   

 The sale comes on top of the pounds 3.6m of shares Mr Aldridge sold in December and also follows the disposal of pounds 2.26m shares by Capita's chief executive Paul Pindar two weeks ago. Mr Pindar's sale was to pay off the mortgage on his London flat. The spokesman stressed both men still had ``very significant'' stakes. Mr Aldridge, who earned pounds 531,703 last year and exercised options worth pounds 1.72m, has built the business from a two-man operation to an employer of 23,500 people. Capita has been a major beneficiary of Labour's outsourcing but not without controversy. Its joint-venture with the Home Office to run the Criminal Records Bureau got off to such a bad start that schools had to be closed, while MPs said Capita had displayed ``considerable shortcomings'' in the Individual Learning Accounts fiasco.   

Paedophile with long list of sex attacks was given school cleaning job   

By David Sapsted   
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A PAEDOPHILE got a job as a cleaner at a church school despite having a record of sex offences stretching back almost 50 years, a court heard yesterday. Jim Aldous, 63, who was first convicted in 1957 after he sexually assaulted a girl aged seven, was given a job at St Bede's School in Cambridge in May, 2000, despite a string of offences. Jailing Aldous for life for sexual assaults on four boys, Judge Gareth Hawkesworth asked at Cambridge Crown Court: ``How was he able to be employed by the school?'' The judge told Aldous: ``You are a highly dangerous paedophile who will pose a risk to children for a long, if not indefinite time to come. ``It is clear that you find it difficult to relate to adults and enjoy lasting relationships with them.   

 You find comfort in the company of young children and, in such company, you wholly fail to grasp the gravity of what you are doing.'' Aldous befriended boys who lived close by and lured them to his flat in Cambridge, giving them money for minor tasks such as cleaning his car, said Clare Matthews, prosecuting. One 12-year-old boy was ``groomed'' by Aldous over a two-year period and suffered a serious sexual assault that left him physically and mentally scarred, said Mrs Matthews. Aldous, who admitted four sample charges of sexual assault, had also targeted another 12-year-old and his 11-year-old brother, and a fourth child, also aged 11. Further charges of rape, another serious sexual offence and indecency were left to lie on the file. Mrs Matthews told the court that the victims' lives had been devastated and said that there was a high risk of Aldous re-offending. After the case, a Cambridgeshire county council spokesman said that Aldous had failed to disclose his convictions when he applied for the cleaning job at the church secondary school in May, 2000, and that his name had not been checked with the Criminal Records Bureau. ``Regulations at the time stated that only people who would have `substantial unsupervised access to children' needed to be checked. Aldous did not fall into that category,'' he added. ``He did not appear on the Department for Education's List 99 of people barred from working with children because he had never worked with children before. As soon as the allegations came to light in September 2002, Aldous was confronted with the evidence and resigned immediately.'' Following his first conviction as a 15-year-old in 1957, Aldous was jailed for two years for indecency with two six-year-old boys in 1968 and imprisoned for 10 years in 1976 for carrying out a serious sex act on a young boy, an indecent assault on another and sex attacks on two young girls. Det Con Julie Munday, who led the investigation into Aldous's latest attacks, said: ``There may be an awful lot of people we're not aware of who have been abused by him.''   

New software glitches strike schools: Capita attacked as upgrade loses pupil records and timetables   

Polly Curtis, Rebecca Smithers and Phil Revell   
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Capita, the management services giant specialising in computer support, is embroiled in another dispute over software failures which have affected hundreds of school computer systems in England and Wales.   

Headteachers say that the company has lost school records and other crucial data on timetabling, examination performance and attendance after the failure of a software upgrade for Sims, the management system used in more than 70% of schools.   

The system is marketed by Capita, the firm responsible for software problems behind huge delays at the Criminal Records Bureau and glitches during the introduction of the London congestion charge.   

The revelations come as the government publishes new guidelines today on how parents can monitor their children's progress at school from the home or office computer.   

The strategy aims to set out how teachers, pupils and their parents should be using computer programmes in lessons across the curriculum, as well as the internet, to store and access school and homework.   

The Sims upgrade has led to schools losing irreplaceable data and having records corrupted, and has forced many to move to paper-based records.   

The Sims system is central for day-to-day operations in schools, controlling staff and pupil records, finance and timetabling. Extra modules used by most schools also control examination entries and pupil attendance.   

Last autumn, Capita asked schools to move to a new version of the software, but the Guardian has obtained documents showing that minimal testing took place on a crucial module in the new system. Capita disputes the broader Sims system is experiencing problems.   

The difficulties surfaced in January, when schools tried to make a census return only to find that they could not retrieve the information needed.   

Capita claim "virtually all secondary schools" have successfully transferred to the new system.   

Phil Neal, director of Sims, Capita Education Services, said: "Inevitably in an opera tion of this scale the conversion programs come across situations where schools have not used the systems as we expected. This can lead to unexpected effects in the new system in a small number of schools."   

Graham Willett, head of Tiffin School in Kingston-upon-Thames, said: "We lost all the records relating to our old girls."   

Colin Kirkman, deputy head of Westlands School in Torbay, added: "It has destroyed our systems; we can't contact our parents because the software has lost the information."   

Despite the setback, the government will today underline its determination for schools and parents to rely even more on IT in communications.   

The schools minister, Derek Twigg, will announce that parents should be able to check their children's latest marks online, to read "mini-progress reports" and full details of what their child should be learning at school. Ministers hope the moves will help parents get more involved in their children's schooling.   

The strategy also says that every pupil should have their own webspace to publish examples of their work so that employers, universities and their parents can check on their progress. The "electronic portfolio" would document all their achievements at school or college and provide examples of their work.   

An online portal will be created as a one-stop shop for information for pupils, their parents, and people working in schools to gain access to information about education and training.   

Ministers are also considering how data on pupils could be streamlined so each has an identification number throughout their school, college and university career which would allow them to keep a record of their schooling, as they change institution or slip in and out of education.   

The document tries to draw together what it says has been a "haphazard" growth of the use of "e-learning" in schools and to set new standards for schools to work towards.   

While some schools are now ploughing ahead with online submissions of homework and up-to-the-hour reports on pupil attendance and punctuality for parents, others are still failing to provide good basic lessons in information communication technology.   

An Ofsted report on ICT in schools last year found that the quality of lessons, although improving, was "sporadic and teacher-dependent".   

Education Guardian, page 2   

Capita clears the way to pounds 117m for full year   
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CAPITA, the outsourcing company which runs London's congestion charge and the Criminal Records Bureau, said it would earn an extra pounds 38m if its contract to operate the road toll is extended by a year. Paul Pindar, chief executive, said alongside full-year results it was ``very likely'' the company's contract would be extended for a further 12 months until 2009. He said the scheme had overcome its initial problems, adding: ``We have a very good level of operational performance and we're hitting the service standard.'' Capita said yesterday that full-year pre-tax profits rose from pounds 93.5m to pounds 117m on sales up 19pc to pounds 1.29billion. Rod Aldridge, executive chairman, said: ``All our key markets were strongly ahead and we were especially pleased with the strength of our cash generation.'' He said the company won 12 significant contracts last year with a total value of pounds 1.36billion.   

 Capita has already secured pounds 110m of contracts in the first eight weeks of this year and yesterday it unveiled a pounds 40m deal with Chester Street Insurance and said it had extended two of its existing relationships. The company has a record bid pipeline of pounds 3.8billion, up 41pc on this time last year. Some 52pc of Capita's revenues are generated in the public sector while the remainder comes from private enterprises. The company also administers the child trust fund, which it declared had ``started smoothly''. Capita will pay a 3.6p final dividend on May 6, giving a total of 5.35p against 4p the year before. The shares rose 8* to 369¾p.   

Safety in numbers: Police forces must unite to implement much-needed IT system reforms, says Sarah Arnott   
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The only way for some good to come from a tragedy is to try to stop it from happening again. The public inquiry into the murders of Soham schoolgirls Holly Wells and Jessica Chapman in 2002 included a damning indictment of police IT systems to which government and local forces have been trying to respond.   

The inquiry, led by former Whitehall permanent secretary Sir Michael Bichard, investigated how Ian Huntley came to be employed in a school despite a string of sexual allegations.   

The Police National Computer (PNC) holds only conviction data, so more nebulous intelligence records, such as the earlier allegations against Huntley, are only available upon specific request to the force concerned.   

Bichard's report called for a central police intelligence system as "a national priority", and the government's response is the Impact programme - a searchable information sharing platform expected to cost pounds 140m and be fully functioning by 2007.   

Though the main contracts will not be signed before the autumn, the programme took its first steps last week with the launch of three National Nominal Index (NNI) trials in Hertfordshire, Staffordshire and the West Midlands.   

Officers vetting potential employees can use the NNI to check a name and date of birth against the 13m records held in custody, intelligence, domestic violence, crime and firearms databases across the country. Initially, the information will be limited to a contact number at the relevant local force, but in time it will provide the data electronically.   

The Impact programme will build on NNI as more local systems are added to its search facility, and the service is made more widely available within forces - starting with child protection units from April.   

The PNC modernisation pro-gramme is also being incorporated into Impact so conviction records are searchable through the same system, and there are links to the Police Local Cross-Reference (PLX) project developed to underpin Criminal Records Bureau vetting procedures.   

Both Impact and the systems it must build on are very complex. But the biggest hurdle will be getting local information organised so it can be accessed through a national infrastructure, and developing standard working practices so data can easily be added to the centralised system.   

This is the hard part - getting the 43 independent police forces in England and Wales to agree on a common way of doing things. It is not the first time the Police IT Organisation (Pito) has considered a national intelligence system. As Bichard observed, similar plans first mooted in 1994 were abandoned in 2000 because forces could not agree among themselves.   

The question is how Impact is different. Jan Berry, chairman of the Police Federation for England and Wales, is not convinced it is.   

"Sadly, Soham was not a huge shock because we knew exchange of information and access to intelligence around the country was not good," she said. "A national intelligence system has been promised for years but we don't seem any further forward today - a lot of parts of the jigsaw are there, but I'm not convinced we can put them together to form a picture."   

Berry says heads still need "knocking together" but Pito claims the influence of Bichard has been huge.   

"As a result, the police service recognises the need for substantial root and branch business change," said Pito head of intelligence business processes Stephen Dines.   

As Bichard noted, there is a national intelligence system already up and running north of the border. Not only is the pounds 8m Scottish Intelligence Database (SID) used in all eight local forces and the Scottish Drug Enforce ment Agency, in the next six months it will be linked to other groups including the Transport Police and Immigration and Prison Services. It is also being integrated with Scotland's automatic numberplate recognition system and the UK-wide violent and sex offender database.   

The key to SID's success lies in such standardised working practices. "The most important thing was setting a common data standard so the value of the intelligence is the same irrespective of what force it emanates from," said Ian McCandlish, Strathclyde detective superintendent and SID project manager.   

Unfortunately, what works for eight Scottish forces cannot simply be extended to cover the 43 forces to the south. There is no doubt that Bichard's recommendations are being taken seriously, but whether uniform working practices can be achieved remains to be seen.   

Sarah Arnott writes for Computing magazine.   

Former Whitehall permanent secretary Sir Michael Bichard led an independent inquiry into the events surrounding the Soham murders, which included an indictment of police IT systems Photograph: Martin Godwin   
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THE list of people who are banned from working with children might be managed by the Criminal Records Bureau (CRB), reports Community Care (Jan 20).  

A progress report on the recommendations of the  

Bichard inquiry said that the CRB would need either to "take the role on itself", or  

at least be connected to the scheme.  

The CRB has faced a well-publicised series of difficulties since it was launched in 2002, including delays in processing applications. The Bichard inquiry also exposed a flaw in the system that meant that people being checked could submit false information on their application forms. It was also told that the CRB lacked the means to confirm that addresses going back five years were correct, meaning that it relied on "the honesty of the individual".  

The Government has advised that the police cross-checking system should be used in addition to contacting local forces based on the addresses given, although the report says that problems could still arise as the database is updated only periodically.  

The Serious Organised Crime and Police Bill contains changes that would allow the CRB to check additional databases, including those used for driving licences and passports.  

(c) Times Newspapers Ltd, 2005   
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Honk your horns if you are a fan of Capita. Silence? Well, that's hardly surprising. In terms of public image, the outsourcing company ranks somewhere between Railtrack and the British National Party. 

Capita's unhappy struggles in running a Criminal Records Bureau database and providing individual learning accounts were well documented. At times, the company was seen, perhaps unfairly, to represent the very worst excess of money-grabbing privatisation. 

So the company appeared an unlikely bedfellow for Ken Livingstone when London's mayor appointed it to run his congestion charging scheme in 2001. When pressed on the issue, Livingstone simply pointed out that the choice of operators was narrow. Although the pounds 5-a-day charge was a hit in discouraging motorists from entering London, the behind-the-scenes picture in its early days was messy. Calls went unanswered and errant motorists often went unpunished. 

So it will be a stunning turnaround if, as appears likely, the mayor not only extends Capita's pounds 280m five-year contract but also asks the company to take on the charge's western extension into Kensington. 

The reality is that Capita has cleaned up its act, with the help of an extra pounds 31m of public funds to improve enforcement. Call centres now appear to be populated, enforcement is up and high-profile complaints are few. 

Livingstone's decision to keep Capita proves, once more, that Red Ken can be a pragmatist. Who would have thought he would get on so well with both Capita and Richard Desmond?  

Ofsted to inspect teacher vetting  
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OFSTED inspectors are to check that schools are properly vetting new staff to make sure that sex offenders cannot get jobs with children.  

The inspectors will include the new checks during their visits to schools from this autumn. Headmasters and governors are also being trained to ensure that the safety of children is high on selection concerns.  

Plans for the role of the inspectors were announced yesterday in a progress report by the Home Office to Sir Michael Bichard on reforms after the conviction of Ian Huntley in 2003 for the murders of Jessica Chapman and Holly Wells.  

Last year Sir Michael published a report on the bungles by police and social services that allowed Huntley, a suspected serial sex offender, to become a school caretaker in Soham, Cambridgeshire.  

The progress report reveals that the cost of IT changes to allow all police to check criminal records and also examine intelligence files held on suspects by different forces will cost Pounds 185 million.  

The system, called Police Local Cross-Check, or PLX, will be completely operational in 2007-08 and an interim system will be available to all forces by March.  

The Department for Education and Skills is also working on a new registration system for all people working with children or vulnerable adults. It will draw on a central system that will list people who are barred.  

New and more extensive checks will be run by the Criminal Records Bureau before registration and an expert team will rule on people who should be barred.  

The bureau will be able to check passport and driving licence details to verify identities and to tap into records held by Customs and the new Serious Organised Crime Agency, which starts operation next year. Publishing the progress report yesterday, Charles Clarke, the Home Secretary, said: "This report shows that significant progress has been made on the Bichard inquiry recommen- dations."  

When he completed his inquiry last year, Sir Michael told the Government that he wanted to monitor the progress of the main 31 recommendations. He received the progress report before Christmas and is expected to comment on it next month.  

(c) Times Newspapers Ltd, 2005   
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* We start with Capita, one of the darlings of the government's public-private partnership wonderland that's been behind cock-ups such as the Criminal Records Bureau. Among other things it runs civil service pensions (keep reading) and we're indebted to one reader who alerts us to some new problems. He received a letter from the company telling him his pension, expected this month, now wouldn't be paid until mid-December. He called to query it and was told that each pensioner had been entered into a computer lottery which determines when they get their cash. It could be you, but it probably won't be, as apparently the new draw covers up the lack of staff. "I'm not happy to comment on this until we see the letter," stutters a company spokesman. "That's not a standard stalling procedure." Fair enough, we'll just leave the final word to Capita boss, Paul Pindar, who in the summer bragged: "We have not screwed up at all in the last six months.  

 We are meeting or exceeding all the service targets. We have not been fined for anything." Well done, Paul.  

* Without any further delay here's the latest entry in Top Toadies, our card game pitting the most insufferably obedient Blairite loyalists against each other. Today's Toady is Gerald Kaufman, a popular nomination among Diary readers and an old friend of this column. Not that our affection for Gerald is reciprocated, you understand. He cites the Diary as the reason he no longer takes the Guardian.  

* Obviously we were completely clueless about Ukrainian politics until about a month ago, but we reckon a recent crash course means we're now at least as clued up as Rudi Vis, MP for Finchley and Golders Green. He was one of 30 members to sign an early day motion on October 15 urging Whitehall "to communicate with the government of Ukraine the importance of free and fair presidential elections". A month later, Vis was back, this time signing an EDM "applauding the commitment to democracy of the Ukrainian people", expressing disappointment at "the condemnation of the conduct of the election attributed to spokespeople for international election monitors" and calling for "more balanced reporting of the second round". On November 24 he was at it again, as one of a gang of eight expressing concern of Ukrainian "voting irregularities and election day fraud". Now that's balance for you.  

* Mark Palios, the former FA boss who got caught offside with his PR man and secretary, is back. Well sort of. He made his first public appearance since his little embarrassment by addressing the Liverpool Society of Chartered Accountants last Friday night, but sadly it sounds like the number crunchers sat through a rather dreary affair. Palios couldn't bring himself to mention Faria Alam's name during his speech, and according to the society's spokesman his best line went: "When I joined the FA, a six-year-old kid wrote to me and listed 10 things that I should do. Everybody has an opinion - I did three." Yawn. He should have sent Colin Gibson to do his talking (again).  

* Sadly no room for the latest Helen Clark MP surveillance. But yes, it involves a train and a tantrum.  

Name Gerald Kaufman  

Votes against govt six out of 694 (since 2001)  

Most rebellious moment voted against Fluoridation of Water Supplies Bill amendment  

Least edifying moment haranguing the BBC 47 minutes after Ali Campbell had sent them a "strikingly similar" letter  

Reward thus far media committee chairman  
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CARE-HOME managers have been told off by a government minister for wanting to get criminal checks on potential employees too quickly.   

The Minister for Social Care, Stephen Ladyman, reprimanded delegates at the National Care Homes Association (NCHA) conference for using the fast-track system of the Criminal Records Bureau (CRB) to speed up recruitment and save money, says Care and Health (Nov 2).   

The e-mail system is called PoVA First -the acronym stands for Protection of Vulnerable Adults. It is an "emergency" measure that promises a free basic check for prospective employers within 48 hours. A full CRB check takes two weeks.   

Department of Health guidelines say that the system should be used only if the wait for the CRB response will result in a fall in staffing levels "below numbers required to meet statutory obligations". Managers are accused of using the system to save time by requesting fast-track checks before starting job interviews with new employees, on the basis that that there is no point spending time, money and effort on the business of recruiting someone who is going to turn out to be dodgy.   

The fast-track system has become so clogged up -10,000 requests in September alone -that responses are taking longer than full checks, says Sheila Scott, the chief executive of NCHA.   

(c) Times Newspapers Ltd, 2004    

Disasters in IT projects cannot be ruled out, says watchdog. 
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Big information technology procurements by the government are being handled better but there is no guarantee that there will not be a repeat of past disasters, the National Audit Office said yesterday. 

There were serious shortages of staff with the project and programme management skills needed to deliver huge IT-enabled projects that affected benefit payments, the supply of driving licences, the National Health Service and much else of government. 

While a system of regular reviews introduced in 2001 had brought critical projects that started to go wrong back on track, "projects are still going awry" said the public spending watchdog in a report on improving IT procurement. 

In the past, big projects for a benefit swipe card and an immigration system had to be abandoned, courts projects had run late and the Passport Agency, Criminal Records Bureau, national insurance computer and Child Support Agency all had problems. 

In the 250 reviews conducted in the two years to last March, more than a quarter of projects were rated red - at serious risk of going wrong. About half were classified as amber - with important issues still to be addressed. Only 22 per cent were rated green - with minor obstacles to implementation. 

Projects did improve as a result of the reviews, the NAO said, because action was taken before they spiralled out of control. But eight critical ones, which the NAO did not name, had received successive red ratings. 

Furthermore, "intractable" issues were being thrown up time and again - skill shortages, the need for better communication with those involved in, or affected by, the project, and better risk management. 

"Unless there is growing evidence that these weaknesses are being addressed, their recurrence will reduce confidence in the ability of the Office of Government Commerce (which conducts the reviews) and departments to bring about a step change in the performance of projects." 

The report backs the demand from the government's chief information officer for a civil service career to be created for those who manage big projects. 

Departments are recruiting skills from the private sector and even paying the private sector to manage the projects.  

Police checks office is failing the vulnerable   

By John SteeleHome AffairsCorrespondent   
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THE CRIMINAL Records Bureau, set up two years ago to improve checks on those working with children and other vulnerable people, has cost the taxpayer much more than predicted and is not delivering a satisfactory service, according to a report by MPs. The House of Commons Public Accounts Committee said the agency would cost the public purse pounds 395 million in its first 10 years, nearly pounds 150 million more than predicted when Capita, a private company, won the contract to run it.   

When the bureau was opened in 2002, seven months late, it was still not properly tested or ready, said the report, to be published today. The Home Office and Capita did not establish an effective way of tackling difficulties until they had reached "crisis point". The bureau "encountered serious problems straightaway", amassing a backlog of 300,000 requests for disclosure of criminal records by October 2002. Capita took steps to improve performance "but even now, more than two years after being set up, the bureau is not yet providing the standard or range of service originally envisaged", said the report. The MPs made clear that the Government failed to heed warnings from Capita's rivals, whose estimated running costs were around pounds 100 million more, about Capita's assumption that 85 per cent of requests would be made by telephone. In the event, there was a far higher number of paper-based requests, which are more expensive to deal with. The bureau was designed to protect children and vulnerable adults by giving employers access to information on a potential employee's spent and current convictions, cautions or police warnings. The bureau will also make "enhanced" disclosures of information including police intelligence.   

The MPs concluded that the consequences of the bureau's problems were "far-reaching". "Employers could not recruit, voluntary organisations lost potential volunteers and delays occurred for those applying to adopt or foster". Schools' attempts to vet staff were disrupted. In addition some categories of vulnerable people, particularly the elderly, did not receive adequate protection. The Home Office said: "The report deals with the early history of the CRB - its performance has been transformed since autumn 2002. Since June 2003, the CRB has on average met its public service standards of delivering 90 per cent of standard disclosures within two weeks and 90 per cent of enhanced disclosures within four weeks. It has also effectively eliminated the backlog of old cases."   
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Mandatory criminal record checks for all new NHS staff will be introduced to increase patient safety, the Government announced yesterday. The Criminal Records Bureau will carry out the checks from early next year for every new recruit who has access to patients, from medical staff to cleaners.  

(c) Times Newspapers Ltd, 2004   

Criminal checks ordered on all new NHS recruits   
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ALL new candidates seeking jobs in the NHS who have any kind of contact with patients are to be checked for a criminal past, the Department of Health announced yesterday. The Criminal Records Bureau (CRB) will start the vetting early next year and will include applicants for posts as doctors, nurses, therapists, porters and cleaners. "We want to do all we can to ensure the safety of patients receiving treatment," said John Hutton, the health minister. "Checks on criminal records of new recruits will help us to achieve this aim. The security of patients must be our top priority." In a recent case, David Sirha, a part-time blood technician employed by Leeds Community and Mental Health Trust, was found to have convictions relating to serious sexual offences. He had served a 12-month prison sentence but concealed this from the trust. He had earned pounds 27,000. He failed to appear at a disciplinary hearing and was dismissed.   

 Later he pleaded guilty to two charges of obtaining pecuniary advantage and was jailed for a year. In future, checks will search data on the Police National Computer and records held by the Department for Education and Skills. Two years ago the CRB became swamped with work and hundreds of children had the school term put back because teachers and assistants had not been checked. A spokesman for the Department of Health said yesterday that the days of backlogs were over. "It is possible that there would be up to 100,000 checks on NHS candidates a year," he said. "However many trusts are having checks done already." Jim Gee, the chief executive of the NHS counter fraud and security management service, said the vetting would be a "useful tool" in preventing NHS fraud.   

ePublic: All systems go for child protection: The number of databases that could warn of dangers to children is mushrooming. But whether and how they will all fit together is still unclear. Michael Cross assesses the progress so far:  
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Local authorities have waited years for decent IT to alert them when children are in danger. Now several systems are coming all at once.  

Central government is sponsoring two initiatives for sharing data on children. Police forces are considering a separate system for identifying victims of abuse. All will rely on a link with health records, being developed by the NHS National Programme for IT, which in turn will connect to an electronic social care record.  

Meanwhile, basic data on every child in the land is likely to appear on two new databases: the Office for National Statistics' citizen information project and whatever database is created to support the national identity card. It is not yet clear how all these different systems will fit together.  

Last year's green paper, Every Child Matters, said the 150 or so "top tier" local authorities with responsibility for childcare should install IT to prevent a repetition of tragedies exemplified by the murder of Victoria Climbie. However, authorities are still waiting for guidance on questions of technology and the legality of sharing data between agencies. A government-sponsored study of 135 authorities published last month reported that local authorities are "confused by the conflicting guidance issued by different government departments".  

The Children Bill, likely to become law late this autumn, may clarify the position. It will set a legal framework for sharing information between social workers, education authorities, the NHS and other agencies. And it will come none too soon for authorities already implementing systems. Two national initiatives are under way, sponsored by separate government departments. These are Information Sharing and Assessment (ISA) and Reducing Youth Offending Generic National Solution (Ryogens).  

The ISA initiative was set up by the Department for Education and Skills (DfES) following the Climbie inquiry and Every Child Matters. ISA includes and supersedes systems known as identification, referral and tracking (IRT), which enable practitioners to share information about individual children.  

The idea is to build up a coherent narrative of concerns about a child, rather than a series of unrelated snapshots. For example, a teacher with concerns about a child would use IRT to find out whether other agencies are involved and identify a lead professional whom they could contact.  

One pioneering example of IRT is the Aware system at Telford and Wrekin, Shropshire. Aware is one of 10 "trailblazer" projects funded with pounds 1m each to develop and test new ways of information sharing and multi-agency working.  

Although the DfES describes IRT as a "building block" for its vision of shared information and assessment, no detailed specification has yet emerged of what the building block should look like.  

Meanwhile, the DfES has awarded 135 local authorities that are not trailblazers pounds 100,000 each for "early work on the professional practice aspects of information sharing". An evaluation of these authorities' progress published last month found 69% were on course to meet requirements set out in the green paper.  

The main difficulty in authorities was the size and complexity of the task. "Project managers had to negotiate a labyrinth of agencies, organisations, personnel and cultures and believe that, although they have the skills and commitment to do the job, they sometimes lacked the necessary resources and support," the report said.  

The main external difficulty remains uncertainty about the legality of sharing information between agencies. "Project managers were unclear about the relatively untested legal position and confused by the conflicting guidance issued by different government departments," the report noted.  

In parallel with the work on ISA is a separate initiative, sponsored by the Office of the Deputy Prime Minister (ODPM). Ryogens is an off-the-shelf IT system for sharing information about children and young adults at risk of falling into crime. The system works along similar principles to IRT: it receives alerts from different agencies concerned with an individual child to give early warning of trouble. Anyone entering information has to confirm it is being done legally, which means with the subject's consent or in accordance with a specific protocol.  

When the number of warnings reaches a threshold - set by the local authority - the system alerts a lead practitioner. Ryogens has been piloted at Warwickshire and at Tower Hamlets in London as one of the ODPM's 23 "national projects" to develop e-government technology. A sister project, Fame (Framework for Multi-agency Environments - see box) is working on a framework of rules for information sharing.  

Ryogens' second pilot phase begins next month. This will be based on a second version of the Ryogens software. One new feature is email alerting to help occasional users.  

"Many practitioners won't use Ryogens every day, so they may miss a piece of relevant information," says Denbigh Cowley of the Ryogens national project. The new system will send them an email asking them to log in and take a look. "If they have raised a concern, they would be informed that something has happened." Cowley stresses that emails will not contain sensitive information.  

Ryogens software is available now for a pounds 25,000 one-off cost, covering an unlimited number of users.  

While Cowley says Ryogens "complements the Isa agenda", he adds that it should not be seen as a replacement for a database of all children. "Ryogens is about the children who are most vulnerable."  

However, Stephen Howes, a principal at Socitm Consulting, says Ryogens could help authorities along the way to Isa. "It can be implemented fairly simply. It will have some sort of repository where information can be shared on a more detailed basis, subject to rules."  

Guy Mallison of consultants RSe says the two projects are beginning to come together. and that Isa now features in the priority service outcomes set by the ODPM for local e-government.  

Local authority managers concerned with data about children need to keep an eye on two developments outside their patch: several police forces are creating their own databases of child abuse (see box) and the NHS is creating a national system of electronic health records, which will include information relevant to social care. Traditionally, the police and NHS have been protective of their data, especially about sharing it with local authorities.  

This will have to change if the government's agenda is to become reality. Howes says the responsibility will fall on councils: "Isa is very much an emphasis on local government leadership."  

Exercising such leadership, however, will be difficult until central government clarifies what it is doing with its various databases of children, sub-sets of children and of the general population. One idea ministers are considering is a central source of information about all 11 million children in Britain. This would be presented as a "hub", rather than a database with its "big brother" connotations.  

Many details need to be resolved, not least the link to proposed national population databases. One outstanding issue is the identity number to be used for children. Several pilots have used the 10-digit NHS identifier, the most up-to-date available. Yet this goes against NHS policy, which is that local authorities' departments may use the number but only for the purposes of NHS care.  

The consensus is that authorities should not rush into installing systems until central government decides on an architecture for sharing data about children. This should not, however, be an excuse for ignoring the agenda, says Mallison.  

Fame at last for agencies  

Framework for Multi-agency Environments (Fame) is one of the 23 national projects funded by the Office of the Deputy Prime Minister. It has received pounds 6m in central funding. Its goal is to create a generic framework that allows agencies to share information quickly and securely.  

The project comprises eight strands. Two focus on the underlying architecture, and on general lessons learned. The other six are pilots applying Fame to specific services: child protection (West Yorkshire and Bradford councils); children with disabilities (Newcastle city council); integrated mental health records (Shropshire); information sharing and assessment (Isa) of children at risk (London borough of Lewisham); single assessment procedure for vulnerable elderly people (Wirral, Woking and Surrey); and housing benefits inter-working (London borough of Bromley).  

The challenge for the generic framework was to create a system that was vendor-neutral, manageable at a local level, met national standards and protocols and could be implemented step by step rather than as a big bang. The result was a "hub and spoke" design. It enables an agency to make a request to the information services, which are able to search all the relevant systems for the appropriate data. The pilots have provided experience of dealing with questions of levels of access and security.  

Fame has produced three "product areas" of outputs:  

* the generic architecture;  

* a guide to implementing and sustaining multi-agency data sharing;  

* an assessment toolkit that provides local authorities with a direct measure of "multi-agency readiness".  

Joining forces on abuse cases  

No national database of child abuse cases is in use by police forces, so to fill the gap three forces have installed a system developed as a voluntary effort by the IT department of credit card company Capital One.  

Cats (case administration tracking system) has been in use by Nottinghamshire police for two years. The latest force to adopt it is Bedfordshire. Its head of child protection, Detective Superintendent Keith Garwood, says it now handles all information referred to the child protection team, whether from social services, an officer on patrol or elsewhere.  

The database helps officers look for patterns across cases and suggests links for officers to investigate. The system is especially useful for checks on job applicants carried out by the Criminal Records Bureau, where it is linked to the police national computer via a data warehouse. "Previously, the bureau would ring up the child protection team and they would have to go through paper records," says Garwood. "[Now,] even if the applicant is using a pseudonym, it will spot it, so long as it's been recorded somewhere."  

That alone would have raised concerns about the Soham killer Ian Huntley's application to work with children, he says.  

Capital One says the application, which runs on Windows 98, NT and XP, was developed using an Oracle 8i database. Cathy Rylance of the firm's social responsibility team estimates the cost of development at pounds 100,000. Following the Bichard inquiry into the Soham murders, the Police IT Organisation is considering a national database. However, such a system is unlikely to emerge for three years.  

Initiatives for sharing data about children: a field guide  

Care records service  

An NHS system of health and social care records accessed by a national "data spine".  

Citizen Information Project (CIP)  

A national database of UK residents proposed by the Office for National Statistics.  

Common Assessment Framework (CAF)  

A strategy for assessing the needs of children across different agencies, proposed by the 2003 green paper, Every Child Matters.  

Framework for Multi-agency Environments (Fame)  

A national project funded by the Office of the Deputy Prime Minister's local e-government programme.  

Information referral and tracking (IRT)  

A local authority-based IT system for sharing information about children between agencies.  

Information sharing and assessment (Isa) The current programme is sponsored by the Department for Education and Skills for information-sharing between agencies. Includes the work on IRT.  

Reducing Youth Offending Generic National Solution (Ryogens)  

A system for sharing data about children and young people at risk of falling into crime, developed under the Office of the Deputy Prime Minister's local e-government programme.  

Weblinks:  

Reducing Youth Offending Generic National solution:  www.ryogens.org.uk

Department for Education and Skills:  

www.dfes.gov.uk

Identification, referral and tracking:  

www.cypu.gov.uk/ corporate/irt/index.cfm  

Framework for Multi-agency Environments:  

www.fame-uk.org

All children to go on 'big brother' computer  
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A NATIONAL database containing confidential details about every child in Britain is to be set up by the government. An identifying number will be assigned to each child so that the authorities can access their records.  

Details of the proposals -affecting all 13.5m children in Britain under the age of 18 -are contained in cabinet papers leaked to The Sunday Times.  

All parents will receive letters from the government informing them of the plan, which will be added to the Children's Bill in the autumn.  

The central electronic register will hold information on a child's school achievements, GP and hospital visits, police and social services records and home address.  

It will also include information on their families, such as whether parents are divorced or separated. The database will be designed to identify problem relatives, including aunts and uncles who have a history of alcoholism or drug misuse. It will be filed under each child's "unique identifying number".  

The decision to create a "universal children's database" was approved by the ministerial committee on children, young people and families, chaired by Charles Clarke, the education secretary, last month.  

The government believes that the move will help social services and police to identify and protect children who are at risk of abuse or neglect.  

However, it is likely to prove controversial. Critics claimed yesterday that it amounted to intrusive, Big Brother-style authoritarianism and would be an invasion of civil liberties.  

David Davis, the shadow home secretary, expressed concern that private medical and family data could be misused and might contain inaccuracies. "This is a national ID card scheme by the back door, and as such should be open to proper scrutiny and proper checks to protect civil liberties," he said.  

"As the Soham murder case showed, computer databases are not infallible. To err is human, but to screw up you need a computer."  

Barry Hugill, a spokesman for Liberty, the civil liberties group, said: "They are creating a national database through the back door. You start with information about all children but in 20 years' time you've got almost half the population.  

"The government may justify it in terms of child protection but it's way beyond what even the children's charities wanted or thought necessary."  

The plan follows the publication last year of a report by Lord Laming into the death of Victoria Climbie, the eight-year-old who died from neglect and abuse.  

Laming recommended the establishment of a national database, although the government had previously played down its interest in the idea.  

However, "restricted" minutes of a meeting reveal that ministers have privately agreed to the national children's database, rejecting proposals for the system to cover only those children thought to be at risk.  

The minutes record: "Turning to the question of who the database should cover, the minister for children, young people and families (Margaret Hodge) said that all children should be included. This fitted with the prevention agenda and reduced the risk of stigmatisation. Information collected could also be used to support service planning and delivery."  

Parents would not have access to the database but will be able to apply to see details held on their children under the Data Protection Act.  

Ministers at the meeting, including Hodge, Paul Boateng, Lord Filkin, Estelle Morris and Alun Michael, raised concerns about the technical challenge of setting up the database. The government has been hit by the failure of several new computer systems, including the Child Support Agency, Inland Revenue and the Criminal Records Bureau.  

It has commissioned a feasibility study into the plans and held negotiations with several firms including Experian, which runs national credit-checking services.  

According to the leaked minutes: "To overcome the technical problems associated with a national database it might be better to start small and build up."  

The aim of the system is to identify children potentially at risk before it is too late to help them. It would allow agencies to contact each other to discuss suspicions outside the constraints of data protection laws.  

(C) Times Newspapers Ltd, 2004   

Capita hails `six months without screw-ups'   
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CAPITA, the outsourcing group behind London's congestion charge and the Criminal Records Bureau, yesterday said it had not been fined for poor performance on any of its contracts over the past half year. Paul Pindar, chief executive, said: "We have not screwed up at all in the last six months. We are meeting or exceeding all the service targets. We have not been fined for anything." He was speaking as the company announced a 29pc rise in first-half profits to pounds 48.1m pre-tax on turnover up 17pc to pounds 620m, and jacked up the interim dividend by 35pc to 1.75p. Before goodwill and exceptionals, profits rose 25pc to pounds 63.6m pre-tax. Capita unveiled four new contracts, worth pounds 293m, the main one being a new 12-year deal with Salford City Council. The Salford contract, expected to generate revenues of pounds 250m for Capita, involves setting up a new joint venture with the council and AWG subsidiary Morrison to modernise buildings and roads.   

 Mr Pindar said 58pc of the pounds 1.13billion of new contracts won this year had been with the private sector, with "financial services going very strongly". Even so, he believed new opportunities would arise in the public sector from Sir Peter Gershon's recommendations to streamline the Civil Service.   

Red tape won't stop the Huntleys   

By Charles Moore   
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One particular sentence in Sir Michael Bichard's report which followed Ian Huntley's murder of Jessica Chapman and Holly Wells seems to have received too little attention. Sir Michael says: "I have also concluded that it is extremely unlikely that any fax was ever sent to Humberside Police requesting a check on their [Humberside's] records." Yet the Home Secretary, David Blunkett, went to court yesterday and established his right to force the Chief Constable of Humberside to be suspended. If you ask people what they think was Humberside Police's role in the Huntley case, I find that they say things like: "Well, they failed to keep proper records which would have warned the school in Soham not to employ Huntley." It is absolutely true that they failed to keep proper records, but, as Sir Michael's sentence quoted above shows, it is also absolutely irrelevant. No one asked for their records. What happened was this.   

 Huntley applied for a job as a caretaker at Soham Village College in November 2001. He gave "open" references, i.e. references of a "To whom it may concern" kind, which are always thought less reliable than ones provided directly to the potential employer. The school did not check the references. Soham Village College employed a firm called Education Personnel Management (EDM) to get the process of police checks going. EDM declared in writing that Huntley's particulars had been verified when they had not been. Cambridgeshire Police, asked to check on Huntley, put the wrong date of birth into the computer, checked him in the Police National Computer only against his alias of "Nixon", and not as "Huntley", and, Sir Michael believes, never sent the fax to Humberside Police which would have asked for Huntley's record. If they had sent the fax, they would have got nothing useful, not only because Huntley, though frequently arrested and questioned in relation to sexual crime, had never been convicted of any, but also because Humberside's records were up the spout. The only record by a policeman expressing strong suspicions about him had already been deleted from the computer. But, as I say, they didn't send the fax. There is another point to bear in mind. Even if everything had worked - if Cambridgeshire had asked Humberside and Humberside had told Cambridgeshire, and the school had therefore declined to employ Huntley - it probably would have made no difference to the crime. Soham Village College, where Huntley worked, was not the school attended by Holly and Jessica. The reason Huntley had any contact with the girls is that his girlfriend, Maxine Carr, was a classroom assistant at their school, St Andrew's Church of England Primary School, Soham. So even if Huntley had had no job, he could still have been living with Maxine Carr, still have met the girls and still killed them. The Bichard report, therefore, is not about the murders of Holly and Jessica, or even about how they could have been avoided. To be fair to Sir Michael, he never says it is. (Sir Ronnie Flanagan is conducting a separate report into the criminal investigation of the murders.) It is about child protection measures, record keeping, police computers and all that. It makes 31 recommendations, of which 20 apply directly to David Blunkett's Home Office and four more apply indirectly. There are no recommendations made about Humberside Police. Yet Mr Blunkett's response has been to use the law against David Westwood, the Chief Constable of Humberside. This might be called displacement activity. To many it will seem shocking that the man with by far the longest list of things to get on with from Sir Michael instead turns round and punches an operationally independent policeman. But it would be a mistake to play the populist game in reverse and call for Mr Blunkett to go instead of Mr Westwood. No policeman or politician materially influenced the course of events which led to the murders. It seems more interesting to me to take another look at Sir Michael's account of all the records which were not kept, the procedures which were not followed and the systems that didn't work. Sir Michael is a former civil servant. It will therefore seem axiomatic to him that any failure of administration or process can be remedied by more administration and more process. He recommends, for example, a new system of a register for all those who wish to work with children, "perhaps evidenced by a licence or card". There should be a new national code of practice about the creation, retention, deletion and sharing of information by the police. No interview for a job in a school should be made without the presence of at least one person who is "properly trained" in safeguarding children. And so on. Sir Michael may be right. But I wonder if there isn't another way to read the story of human failure which he sets out so clearly. Look at Soham Village College. They were in a hurry to employ Huntley because the previous caretaker had left the school the month before because of an "inappropriate relationship" with a pupil. Look at Cambridgeshire Police. They were struggling to deal with the huge new workload created by the introduction of the national Criminal Records Bureau that year. Look at Humberside Police. They were wrestling with several different forms of information systems on the computer. This took place against a political context in which the cry to improve computer systems was being drowned out by the cry for more cops on the beat. Everyone involved clearly had difficulty in recruiting and retaining staff (often civilian) who understood their jobs. Why was there such a mess? Poor leadership, probably. A shortage of money, perhaps. But mightn't it also be something to do with a political culture in which more and more bureaucratic demands are loaded on to not particularly well-educated people by those who want to be seen to be protecting children? If you are trying to run a school, or a personnel company or a police records check, and you find that you are constantly asked to fill in forms and comply with codes of practice, you soon come to see your job as going through the motions, and satisfying these demands, because there really isn't time for anything else. What is the spirit which animates all the vast welter of information with which our lowly public employees now have to deal? How much does it help? I tried logging on to the Criminal Records Bureau, the national system which is supposed to protect our children. In the category of "frequently asked questions", this is the first one that its website throws up: "I am a transsexual person and am concerned that revealing details of my previous gender to the person countersigning my Disclosure application may infringe my privacy. What should I do?"   
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The most severe criticism in the 200-page Bichard report is reserved for the chief constable of Humberside, David Westwood. But serious failings by several other organisations, including the Cambridgeshire police and north-east Lincolnshire social services, are also exposed. Nor does Sir Michael spare the government and the Association of Chief Police Officers, claiming they should have given stronger leadership.  

He also highlights five areas where improvements are needed. Here is a summary of the report.  

Humberside police  

The force that covered the area where Ian Huntley grew up and lived until he got the job as caretaker at Soham Village college was guilty of "systemic and corporate" failings, Sir Michael said.  

There was a "widespread failure to appreciate the value of intelligence" within the force. Though Huntley was accused of nine sexual offences in Humberside, five involving schoolgirls, this intelligence was not collated and retained.  

Sir Michael said there was "not one single occasion in all of the contacts with Huntley when the record creation system worked as it should have done".  

The process of creating records on its main intelligence system - called CIS nominals - was "fundamentally flawed". Police officers at various levels were "alarmingly ignorant" of how the system worked. Guidance and training given to officers were "inadequate".  

There were "few effective management audits" and "little evidence of sufficient strategic review of information management systems and no real awareness among senior managers of the scale and nature of the problems".  

Turning to Mr Westwood, Sir Michael criticised him for blaming data protection legislation for the lack of intelligence on Huntley: "Greater care was needed before making a statement of this importance."  

Sir Michael said he was "disturbed" that Mr Westwood still did not know basic details of how his force kept and stored intelligence before the inquiry began. "The lack of awareness of the nature or scale of these problems, failings and misunderstandings over such long periods is deeply shocking."  

Cambridgeshire police  

Sir Michael concluded that it was"extremely unlikely" that Cambridgeshire had sent a fax to Humberside police asking them to carry out a check of Huntley when he came to be vetted for the caretaker's post - though if they had done so nothing would have been found.  

The force was also at fault for failing to check both Huntley's aliases (he also used the surname Nixon) when it checked him on the police national computer. If this had been done, it should have revealed he had committed a burglary in the mid-90s.  

These errors were caused by problems in the force's local criminal records bureau, which had "resource and work pressures". The mistakes were "serious" but not systemic or corporate.  

Sir Michael said: "One might have expected the chief constable to identify the extent of these earlier than he did."  

North-east Lincolnshire social services  

Sir Michael raised "misgivings" about some of the contacts social workers in and around Grimsby had with Huntley. He asked why social workers concluded there were "no significant concerns" in 1995 when it became known that Huntley, then 21, was having sex with a 15-year-old girl.  

Sir Michael also questioned why in 1996 the cases of two other 15-year-olds who allegedly had sex with Huntley were not referred to the police. "These issues raise serious questions about the extent to which social services played their part in dealing effectively with someone who was known to have been involved sexually with several girls under the age of consent."  

Home Office and the Association of Chief Police Officers  

Sir Michael said he believed the Home Office, Acpo and Pito, which provides the police with IT systems, had to "share responsibility" for the fact that there is still no national intelligence IT system, nor at least a system which flags up to police forces that there is intelligence held on an individual by another police force.  

He said Acpo had been unable to "foster a culture that properly values the importance of intelligence".  

His report highlighted that though a national computer intelligence system was drawn up in 1994 it was abandoned in 2000. Before the home secretary's announcement yesterday there were still "no firm plans" for a national IT system in England and Wales.  

Delays in entering information on the police national computer were also highlighted. "The failure to remedy these problems over such a long period is further evidence of the failure to recognise intelligence gathering as a pre-requisite of modern, effective policing." There remained a "lack of clarity and differing practices in the 43 forces over intelligence".  

Data Protection Act  

Sir Michael described the act as "inelegant and cumbersome" but said it did not need to be revised. Instead "better guidance is needed on the collection, retention, deletion, use and sharing of information so that police officers, social workers and other professionals can feel more confident in using information properly".  

Huntley's recruitment  

Sir Michael concluded there were "errors" in the recruitment process at Soham Village college. The five open references which Huntley provided when he applied for the post of school caretaker were "by their nature unreliable and should not have been accepted".  

Her Majesty's Inspectorate of Constabulary  

HMIC "might have focused earlier on the issues of record retention, deletion and vetting". The inspectors had failed to expose the problems at Humberside.  

Five key areas for improvement  

A new system for those working with children and vulnerable adults  

Sir Michael suggested the introduction of a register for those who wished to work with children. The register would be easily accessed by any employer, including parents and sports coaches.  

A national IT intelligence system  

The introduction of such a system should be an "urgent priority for the government". At the least an interim system for flagging up the existence of information should be in place by 2005. But the Home Office should report on a permanent scheme by December.  

Clear guidance on record creation, retention, review, deletion and the sharing of information.  

A new national code of practice was needed. It should cover all information, not just that relating to actual convictions. The code should also cover the sharing of information with other agencies.  

Referral of sexual offences against children  

Sir Michael said he had noted the "level of public disquiet" that Huntley was able to have so many sexual relationships with girls under 16. He said there was concern that the issue of underage sex was not taken sufficiently seriously by the police. He said the government should "reaffirm the expectation that social services should other than in exceptional circumstances notify the police about sexual offences committed or suspected against children".  

National guidance should be provided to assist social services in making the decision when to notify the police.  

More training for all involved in appointing people to work with children  

From a date to be agreed no interview panel for staff working in schools should be convened without at least one panel member being properly trained.  

How many more sex attackers went undetected?;Soham  
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Bichard report found blunders that may have put more children at risk, Sean O'Neill and Stewart Tendler report  

IAN HUNTLEY may not have been the only sex attacker to have escaped detection because of the abject failures of police intelligence and background vetting systems, the Bichard report concluded yesterday.  

Sir Michael Bichard, who has spent the six months since Huntley's conviction for the Soham murders investigating the mistakes in dealing with the double killer, said he was alarmed by what he had discovered. "The inquiry found errors, omissions, failures and shortcomings which are deeply shocking," his report said.  

"Taken together, these were so extensive that one cannot be confident that it was Huntley alone who 'slipped through the net'."  

The 199-page report said that it was difficult to stop a "sufficiently devious" person gaining access to children but it should have been much tougher for Huntley to get the job of caretaker at Soham Village College. This led him into contact with Holly Wells and Jessica Chapman, the ten-year-olds he murdered.  

The report, which makes 31 recommendations for reform of vetting, intelligence and child protection processes, makes widespread criticisms of the police forces and local authorities that encountered Huntley. But it also highlights mistakes by national bodies, including the Home Office.  

HUMBERSIDE POLICE  

The fiercest condemnation is directed at Humberside Police and David Westwood, the Chief Constable.  

Between 1995 and 1999, when Huntley lived in the Grimsby area, the force had eight separate "contacts" with him -four involving allegations of rape, one concerning indecent assault of a girl aged 11, two allegations of underage sex and one burglary charge.  

Despite this, the force kept no detailed, accessible intelligence on Huntley.  

Indeed, there was "a haemorrhaging of intelligence" from its records. The one report on Huntley, by PC Michael Harding in 1999, suggesting that he was a serial rapist, was deleted from the database after 12 months.  

Sir Michael said: "There were the most fundamental failures by Humberside Police to maintain adequate intelligence...These failings were, in the words of the chief constable, 'systemic and corporate'. They were more than that; they were endemic. And they continued for many years."  

Three computer databases relevant to child protection operated poorly, there was inadequate training for staff and ineffective supervision by senior officers.  

"Senior management could and should have done more to identify and deal with the problems...From March 1999 at the latest, that was ultimately the personal responsibility of Mr Westwood."  

CAMBRIDGESHIRE POLICE  

Sir Michael said that Cambridgeshire's errors were not as bad as those by Humberside but they were serious and should have been spotted by senior officers.  

Huntley's name was entered incorrectly on the database and the check on the Police National Computer was made for the name of Ian Nixon, which Huntley was using. If his real name had been entered it would have disclosed the burglary case.  

Cambridgeshire failed to fax Humberside a request for information when Huntley applied for the caretaker's job. But, even if it had done so, nothing would have been revealed because of Humberside's poor record-keeping.  

Tom Lloyd, Chief Constable of Cambridgeshire, was previously in charge of the force's IT operations and has admitted he should have looked harder at the operation of the criminal records bureau.  

SOCIAL SERVICES  

Huntley had contact with social services departments on six occasions, mainly regarding sex with underage girls. Social workers often did not report the incidents to police.  

Sir Michael has passed his misgivings about social workers in North East Lincolnshire to a serious case review being conducted by Sir Christopher Kelly.  

They include questions about why social workers said there were no concerns for the welfare of a 15-year-old girl who lived with Huntley.  

"These issues raise serious questions about the extent to which social services played their part in dealing effectively with someone who was, over a short period of time, known to have been involved sexually with several girls under the age of consent."  

SOHAM VILLAGE COLLEGE  

The report identified errors in the recruitment practices of Soham Village College, which appointed Huntley as caretaker in November 2001, nine months before he murdered Holly and Jessica. Howard Gilbert, the head teacher, admitted failing to check Huntley's references.  

Sir Michael said: "Huntley should not have been allowed to start work before the necessary checks were completed, given that he would be working and living on site; he had not previously held any post involving significant contact with children."  

THE NATIONAL CONTEXT  

The Home Office, the Association of Chief Police Officers (Acpo), the Inspectorate of Constabulary and the Police Information Technology Organisation (Pito) are criticised for failing to create a national intelligence database accessible by all police forces.  

Sir Michael said his report had revealed a decade of poor performance despite constant talk of the importance of intelligence in modern policing. "Pito, Acpo and the Home Office must share responsibility for the fact that there is still no national intelligence IT system, nor even a system that flags up to police that there is intelligence held on an individual by another force."  

The report also criticised the Inspectorate of Constabulary for failing to identify and deal with the systemic problems in Humberside.  

THE CONCLUSIONS  

Sir Michael said that there was no causal link between the failings he discovered and the deaths of Holly and Jessica. "Huntley alone was responsible for, and stands convicted of, these most awful murders," the report said. "None of the actions or failures of any of the witnesses who gave evidence to the inquiry, or the institutions they represented, led to the deaths of these girls."  

Leading article, page 19  

www.timesonline.co.uk/soham Trial transcripts and inquiry  

Should the Chief Constable resign?  

Send your e-mails to debate@thetimes.co.uk  

THE FAILURES  

Humberside Police deleted records showing Huntley was suspected of nine sex assaults  

Humberside Police's report identifying Huntley as "a serial sex attacker" was never stored  

Cambridgeshire police used the wrong name for Huntley to search criminal records  

Cambridgeshire police never asked Humberside to check their records  

Social services did not link three underage sex allegations made against Huntley within a month  

THE FUTURE  

Safe workers' register: to reassure employers that applicants are safe to work with children or vulnerable adults  

National intelligence database: an "urgent priority"  

Code of practice: "to help police officers in the front line"  

Underage sex: social services should notify police about offences committed or suspected against children.  

Training: for school governors and head teachers interviewing staff  

(c) Times Newspapers Ltd, 2004   
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Cambridgeshire police   

Sir Michael concluded that it was"extremely unlikely" that Cambridgeshire had sent a fax to Humberside police asking them to carry out a check of Huntley when he came to be vetted for the caretaker's post - though if they had done so nothing would have been found.   

The force was also at fault for failing to check both Huntley's aliases (he also used the surname Nixon) when it checked him on the police national computer. If this had been done, it should have revealed he had committed a burglary in the mid-90s.   

These errors were caused by problems in the force's local criminal records bureau, which had "resource and work pressures". The mistakes were "serious" but not systemic or corporate.   

Sir Michael said: "One might have expected the chief constable to identify the extent of these earlier than he did."   
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POLICE ARE to record all accusations of serious crimes made against people - even if they have not been convicted or even charged. The initiative follows Sir Michael Bichard's inquiry into why Ian Huntley, the Soham murderer, was given a job as a school caretaker even though he had been accused of nine sexual assaults. The accusations against Huntley, made while he was living in Grimsby in the 1990s, were not revealed until after his trial. They included four suspected rapes, an alleged indecent assault and four alleged incidents of under-age sex. The allegations were recorded on the Humberside police computer but were later deleted. The register will be kept on the national police computer, so that all forces will have access to the information. Divisional inspectors will decide when suspects should be put on the register. It will detail all accusations of "serious crimes", including rape, sexual assault and murder.   

 Police will access the new records when checking job references, when asked by the Criminal Records Bureau or when someone is accused of another crime. David Blunkett, the Home Secretary, is backing the proposal enthusiastically but it has provoked outrage from civil liberties groups. A spokesman for Liberty said: "Obviously the authorities need to know if there is serious concern about someone's character, but we need to be very careful about keeping information that could be inaccurate or misleading and lead to someone innocent suffering in the future." Sir Michael's report, which has been passed to the Home Office, will be published early this week. It is expected to attack Cambridgeshire police for errors in its vetting before giving Huntley the all-clear to work at Soham Village College. Humberside Police will also be criticised for deleting records of Huntley's past. Sir Michael, a former head of Whitehall, will criticise all those organisations that had close contact with Huntley but failed to spot the danger signs. He is also likely to criticise individuals. The report is likely to coincide with the release of a separate one on the murder itself. Sir Ronnie Flanagan, the former chief constable of the Royal Ulster Constabulary, has reviewed Cambridgeshire's conduct of the early stages of the investigation for HM Inspectorate of Constabulary and is expected to say that mistakes were made by the force and may also raise concerns over the vetting of Huntley.   
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The Criminal Records Bureau (CRB) is doing a fine job of keeping honest nurses out of employment, claim readers of Nursing Times (May 18).   

Julia Corby, an agency nurse, complains to the letters page that it takes the CRB about five weeks to clear trained nurses. "Every agency wants a clearance, at Pounds 36 each, and they are not transferrable," she says.   

And Amanda Pinnell, a hospital nurse, has written to the journal complaining that when her team needed to employ bank staff to help them to cover sickness, they had to wait weeks for the CRB to clear the applicants.   

By then, the absent staff had recovered and returned. "It is frustrating when you have staff who want to work who can't, and permanent members of staff with soaring stress," she says.   

(c) Times Newspapers Ltd, 2004    
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The Criminal Records Bureau is a fine example of the law of unintended consequences. Conceived at the height of one of the periodic panics about paedophilia, it was designed to ensure undesirables were not unwittingly put in charge of children. The result has been another ratchet onto costs for schools, misery for the innocent as the bureau has blundered, and a dash for the exit for many valuable volunteers who can't face the hassle of having personal details picked over just so they can go on being dinner-ladies. Well, here's another chance for Capita to pick up a snooper's contract. It probably won't be called the Criminal Nannies Bureau, but a few words from Margaret Hodge yesterday were sufficient to launch a thousand bureaucrats. The ironically-named Children's Minister told us (again) about the government's plans to give a tax break for nannies. That's not for your nanny, of course.   

 It's for the nanny whose child's parents earn less than pounds 43,500 between them (and a whole lot less to get any real value from the concession) and can show a clean sheet with the new CNB. The break would be particularly useful for one-earner households, but they don't qualify. To get it, both parents must work, and mind they don't start doing too well, or the nanny tax break will melt in the heat of the pay rise. As any parent who has looked into the question knows, it costs a fortune to keep one of these exotic beasts in captivity. A nanny in London costs pounds 75 a day, on top of her income tax, and both employer's and employee's National Insurance (23.8p in the pound after the first pounds 89 a week). So those for whom the break is the most valuable will still be unable to use it, while those who can afford it won't qualify. In other words, it's another of those crowd-pleasing stunts which have become the hallmark of this government, and where the advantage to ordinary citizens crumbles with the small print. Oh, and don't even think about trying to get a tax break for granny. They've already thought of that, and it won't wash - unless, of course, she's someone else's granny, and she's a fully paid-up member of the spanking new CNB. Mrs Hodge should be ashamed of herself, but as we already know, she won't be.   
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Sir: Brian Hughes's letter (22 April) about the Criminal Records Bureau raises important issues concerning the reasons for "computer-related fiascos". I have been involved in large-scale computer projects in the public and private sectors, in almost every major country in the world, for 25 years.   

There are many critical factors which determine whether a major computer project will deliver on time and budget - or fail. The following are the most important: (a) the clarity of the specification and the avoidance of subsequent changes; (b) the strength of the contract controlling the contractors, preferably a "fixed price" contract, with penalty clauses for failure to deliver on time; (c) the quality of the project management arrangements and whether there is evident engagement by the very top management in the project planning and control process.   

The last point - top management engagement - is absolutely critical. Unless the chief executive of an organisation is known to be wholly behind the venture it is likely to fail. At the very least, the chief executive needs to review progress and risks every month: and for more than just five or ten minutes. He or she also needs to be sure that a capable deputy is responsible for the quality of the specification and the contract, is monitoring progress every day, is empowered to take corrective action and will be held accountable if the project does not deliver.   

I suspect that the CRB project may have failed all three of these tests. Listening to the Public Accounts Committee examination of the key players, it was not clear whether senior Home Office officials were accountable for the project in the way I have spelt out.   

H R MANN   

London W8.    
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The steady growth in the number of pupils attending private schools slowed last year after parents were hit by an above-average increase in fees, according to figures published yesterday.  

The average fee increase of 9.6% also led to a decline in the number of boarders as the impact of JK Rowling's Harry Potter novels, which had led to a major revival in boarding, began to wane.  

The figures, published in the 2004 census by the Independent Schools Council, provide a national snapshot of trends and parental choices within the private sector.  

They show a net rise of just 416 pupils - 0.1% - compared with the previous year. On the census day in January there were 508,027 pupils in ISC schools, representing more than 80% of all children in the independent sector.  

But youngsters attending independent schools still make up only 7.1% of all pupils, with the lion's share still educated in the maintained or state sector.  

Independent school fees rose 9.6% on average last year, but were well into double digits in London and the south-east. The Office of Fair Trading is investigating allegations that some schools may have joined forces to share information about fee levels.  

Average fees are now pounds 3,074 a term. Boarding fees were up 9.1% to pounds 5,909, while rates at day schools rose by 10.1% to pounds 2,429.  

The ISC blamed a series of government-imposed cost increases for the rises, saying schools had to meet a huge increase in contributions to teachers' pensions and a 1% rise in employers' national insurance contributions.  

These two changes alone had added about pounds 100m to schools' costs, it said, while other increased costs included rises in charges for Criminal Records Bureau checks on staff, and, for boarding schools, new charges for welfare inspections.  

The number of day pupils held up, with an increase of 0.3%, but the figure for boarders fell slightly after two years of recovery following a long decline. The number of pupils from overseas rose by 3.3% - due largely to an increased number of British expatriate children. Numbers from mainland China continued to grow strongly, up 13.1% to 1,102.  

Figures for continental Europe - which contributes 28% of foreign pupils - showed Germany remains the largest single source.  

The ISC national director, David Woodhead, said yesterday: "While the overall growth in numbers is smaller than in recent years, it must be seen in the context of substantially higher fees attributable to an unusual combination of cost pressures on schools.  

"Nine years of continuous growth represents a huge achievement for independent schools. There is no evidence that parental demand for the excellence they represent is diminishing in any way and their only limit is capacity."  

Referring to the impact of the Harry Potter novels, Mr Woodhead said: "I think we have probably seen the peak of Harry's influence."  

A spokesperson for the Department for Education and Skills said that it had seen "no significant trend to or away from the independent sector".  

* Applications for UK university admission this autumn are 3.1% higher than at the same time last year, according to figures published today by the Universities and Colleges Admissions Service, which also show an increasing number of students applying from overseas.  

There was a marked rise in applications from Cyprus, one of the countries joining the EU next month, with 1,458 applications received to date, an increase of 104.8%. Applications from countries outside Europe are continuing to rise, including increases from the US (51.7%), Pakistan (59.3%) and Nigeria (213.4%).  

Links  

www.iscis.uk.net Independent Schools Council site  www.isaschools.org.uk/hosted/ page.asp Independent Schools Association  

EducationGuardian.co.uk  
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The official inquiry into the Soham murders is likely to reveal a disturbing lack of systematic data-sharing between the 43 police districts of England and Wales when it reports at the end of May. Sir Michael Bichard's report may also call for more central direction of police IT systems.  

According to evidence presented in 16 days of hearings, Ian Huntley, the Soham school caretaker convicted last December of murdering two girls, came to the attention of Humberside police on 10 separate occasions. Eight involved sexual offences.  

Huntley's name had passed through four police IT systems and he had a conviction for burglary recorded on the police national computer (PNC). Despite this, it took an anonymous tip-off and five hours' trawling through filing cabinets and print-outs before a constable, responding to the rape of a young girl in July 1999, could fill out an intelligence form that identified Huntley, alias Ian Nixon, as a "serial sex offender".  

The inquiry heard that most of Humberside police's systems were designed to perform management functions. None was networked; all relied on being hand-fed police reports by support staff.  

When Huntley moved to Soham, Cambridgeshire, he was able to start with a clean sheet because of a series of blunders and shortcomings.  

He was interviewed for the Soham caretaker post in October 2001, and started work the following month. He already knew his Nixon alias had a clean record because of a data subject request he had made to Humberside police under the Data Protection Act at the beginning of October. Huntley wrote "No" when asked by the Soham College internal form if he had been convicted of a criminal offence, but declared he had previously used Huntley as a name when completing the police check form required for working with children. This form was counter-signed by a member of staff and forwarded to personnel management.  

Cambridgeshire's criminal records bureau received the form in December, and both names, Huntley and Nixon, were entered into Cambridgeshire's child access database. Unfortunately the automatic fax software that should have recognised Huntley's Humberside address was not working. The bureau was struggling with an increase in workload caused by the changeover to a fee-paying national service. Nixon/Huntley's date of birth was mistyped, while the operator checked the PNC only for Nixon.  

Even if Cambridgeshire had contacted Humberside, the check would still have returned a "no trace". Its systems had no record of Nixon, while the PNC had a burglary conviction against Huntley but no record that he used Nixon as an alias. Humberside's intelligence system, CIS Nominals, had been upgraded for millennium compliance and in the process all records were reclassified. Under their new status, everything collected over the life of the system had to be re-examined within six months or be automatically deleted.  

The shell of the intelligence report on Huntley appears to have survived the deletion, but was automatically shorn of its contents.  

A Humberside operative given the task of vetting Huntley - now with only a burglary conviction to his name - would have faced the ethical dilemma of deciding whether it was appropriate to disclose a previous burglary conviction on someone applying for a job as a school caretaker. Police forces have long felt there was a data protection conflict between their responsibility to retain information for combating crime and their duty to disclose criminal convictions for the benefit of employee checks.  

This was a source of friction between the information commissioner and the Association of Chief Police Officers before the Bichard inquiry started. Sir Michael Bichard is likely to conclude that decisions on disclosure might be better suited to a dedicated independent body.  

The inquiry's most eagerly awaited recommendation, however, concerns whether the 43 police districts of England and Wales will be com pelled to follow a coordinated national IT program.  

Sir Michael and his counsel repeatedly asked why the tri-partite police authorities, consisting of the Association of Police Authorities, Her Majesty's Inspectorate of Constabulary (HMIC) and the Association of Chief Police Officers (Acpo), had failed to deliver even one module of the National Strategy for Police Information Systems (NSPIS) nationwide.  

During the inquiry, Bichard seemed incredulous about this "sad state of affairs", and reserved much of his irritation for Sir Keith Povey of HMIC, asking: "Is it not reasonable to expect that you will, more often than not, identify issues like this before this kind of tragedy occurs? Is that not your task?"  

Sir Keith and the Acpo representatives cited several reasons for slow progress on the national strategy. The first was the sheer scale of the project; standardising procedures to collate and store information across 43 police districts was no easy undertaking. The government's emphasis on increasing police numbers had deflected resources from IT initiatives, while recent projects such as the Airwave radio system had absorbed funds ear-marked for IT.  

Another complication was the speed of technological change. The internet had brought about a revolution in networked information sharing at odds with the monolithic, high-performance mainframes traditionally used for police applications. No sooner had chief constables come to terms with the implications of the NSPIS programme than, in April 2002, the Police Information Technology Organisation (Pito) presented the next generation of solutions, named Programme Valiant.  

Valiant was based on platform-independent architectural principles that emphasised re-using data and component technology - and came with a brace of newer, acronyms. Philip Webb of Pito told the inquiry that the Home Office refused to commit the pounds 300m of central funding necessary to complete the programme.  

For 10 years, chief constables have been allowed freedom to set local IT budgets according to local priorities. As a result, police services still coordinate their actions with paper, telephone and fax, and people like Huntley do not have to try particularly hard to get through the net.  
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The Bichard enquiry into the Soham murders will present its findings in May. Mat Hanrahan reports on the police's failures in computer use and the exchange of information. Police check: When Huntley started work at Soham Village College it was with a clean record due to deleted data Photograph: Dan Chung  

The official inquiry into the Soham murders is likely to reveal a disturbing lack of systematic data-sharing between the 43 police districts of England and Wales when it reports at the end of May. Sir Michael Bichard's report may also call for more central direction of police IT systems.  

According to evidence presented in 16 days of hearings, Ian Huntley, the Soham school caretaker convicted last December of murdering two girls, came to the attention of Humberside police on 10 separate occasions. Eight involved sexual offences.   

Huntley's name had passed through four police IT systems and he had a conviction for burglary recorded on the police national computer (PNC). Despite this, it took an anonymous tip-off and five hours' trawling through filing cabinets and print-outs before a constable, responding to the rape of a young girl in July 1999, could fill out an intelligence form that identified Huntley, alias Ian Nixon, as a "serial sex offender".   

The inquiry heard that most of Humberside police's systems were designed to perform management functions. None was networked; all relied on being hand-fed police reports by support staff.   

When Huntley moved to Soham, Cambridgeshire, he was able to start with a clean sheet because of a series of blunders and shortcomings.   

He was interviewed for the Soham caretaker post in October 2001, and started work the following month. He already knew his Nixon alias had a clean record because of a data subject request he had made to Humberside police under the Data Protection Act at the beginning of October. Huntley wrote "No" when asked by the Soham College internal form if he had been convicted of a criminal offence, but declared he had previously used Huntley as a name when completing the police check form required for working with children. This form was counter-signed by a member of staff and forwarded to personnel management.   

Cambridgeshire's criminal records bureau received the form in December, and both names, Huntley and Nixon, were entered into Cambridgeshire's child access database. Unfortunately the automatic fax software that should have recognised Huntley's Humberside address was not working. The bureau was struggling with an increase in workload caused by the changeover to a fee-paying national service. Nixon/Huntley's date of birth was mistyped, while the operator checked the PNC only for Nixon.   

Even if Cambridgeshire had contacted Humberside, the check would still have returned a "no trace". Its systems had no record of Nixon, while the PNC had a burglary conviction against Huntley but no record that he used Nixon as an alias. Humberside's intelligence system, CIS Nominals, had been upgraded for millennium compliance and in the process all records were reclassified. Under their new status, everything collected over the life of the system had to be re-examined within six months or be automatically deleted.   

The shell of the intelligence report on Huntley appears to have survived the deletion, but was automatically shorn of its contents.   

A Humberside operative given the task of vetting Huntley - now with only a burglary conviction to his name - would have faced the ethical dilemma of deciding whether it was appropriate to disclose a previous burglary conviction on someone applying for a job as a school caretaker. Police forces have long felt there was a data protection conflict between their responsibility to retain information for combating crime and their duty to disclose criminal convictions for the benefit of employee checks.   

This was a source of friction between the information commissioner and the Association of Chief Police Officers before the Bichard inquiry started. Sir Michael Bichard is likely to conclude that decisions on disclosure might be better suited to a dedicated independent body.   

The inquiry's most eagerly awaited recommendation, however, concerns whether the 43 police districts of England and Wales will be com pelled to follow a coordinated national IT program.   

Sir Michael and his counsel repeatedly asked why the tri-partite police authorities, consisting of the Association of Police Authorities, Her Majesty's Inspectorate of Constabulary (HMIC) and the Association of Chief Police Officers (Acpo), had failed to deliver even one module of the National Strategy for Police Information Systems (NSPIS) nationwide.   

During the inquiry, Bichard seemed incredulous about this "sad state of affairs", and reserved much of his irritation for Sir Keith Povey of HMIC, asking: "Is it not reasonable to expect that you will, more often than not, identify issues like this before this kind of tragedy occurs? Is that not your task?"   

Sir Keith and the Acpo representatives cited several reasons for slow progress on the national strategy. The first was the sheer scale of the project; standardising procedures to collate and store information across 43 police districts was no easy undertaking. The government's emphasis on increasing police numbers had deflected resources from IT initiatives, while recent projects such as the Airwave radio system had absorbed funds ear-marked for IT.   

Another complication was the speed of technological change. The internet had brought about a revolution in networked information sharing at odds with the monolithic, high-performance mainframes traditionally used for police applications. No sooner had chief constables come to terms with the implications of the NSPIS programme than, in April 2002, the Police Information Technology Organisation (Pito) presented the next generation of solutions, named Programme Valiant.   

Valiant was based on platform-independent architectural principles that emphasised re-using data and component technology - and came with a brace of newer, acronyms. Philip Webb of Pito told the inquiry that the Home Office refused to commit the pounds 300m of central funding necessary to complete the programme.   

For 10 years, chief constables have been allowed freedom to set local IT budgets according to local priorities. As a result, police services still coordinate their actions with paper, telephone and fax, and people like Huntley do not have to try particularly hard to get through the net.   

The Bichard Inquiry   www.bichardinquiry.org.uk

Valuebill website:   www.newham.gov.uk /valuebill   

National Land & Property Gazetteer:   www.idea.gov.uk /lgih/?id=nlpg   

Valuation Office Agency:   www.voa.gov.uk
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TONY BLAIR has blamed cabinet ministers for losing the public's trust through a series of policy disasters, a leaked Downing Street memo reveals.  

In a stark admission, the prime minister has told ministers that they have "too often" rushed out policies "in ignorance" of the pitfalls. He has also ordered them to improve performance on promised reforms of the public sector.  

In a "personal minute" sent on March 29 to John Prescott, the deputy prime minister, and copied to cabinet ministers, Blair wrote: "Too often in the past, change has been initiated in ignorance of the risks, and of what might be done to deal with them.  

"In future we need to ensure that risks have been adequately considered before we make policy announcements. We also need to be more open with the public, engaging them in our decision-making about risks and winning their trust."  

With a general election expected next year, the Cabinet Office and Treasury will in future vet all "significant" policy announcements and ministers will have to prepare a written assessment of the future "risks" of their proposals before they will be approved.  

The prime minister's warning about the need "to improve public services" comes as polls show a slump in confidence in the government. Philip Gould, Blair's polling guru, is thought to have warned the prime minister recently that Labour's election chances hinged on voters seeing the fruits of public sector reform.  

Blair has been plagued by policy rows over top-up fees, foundation hospitals and immigration. But the bungled implementation of ill-considered policies has also alarmed No10 and is the main focus of the 15-page leaked memo.  

Whitehall insiders cite debacles such as the recent "reform" of the Criminal Records Bureau, which has been plagued by mistakes and delays; botched payments of tax credits to hundreds of thousands of people; and the privatisation of air traffic control undermined by the failure of a costly computer system.  

The government's poor handling of the foot and mouth crisis and the declining take-up of the MMR vaccine also proved to be expensive mistakes as initial policy reactions backfired. Key changes in the pipeline include a replacement for council tax, police reform and a Pounds 6billion National Health Service electronic patient booking system. Blair's memo was sent at the height of the row over immigration, three days before Beverley Hughes resigned as minister.  

Entitled Improving Government Risk Handling and signed "Tony", the memo will be seen as a tacit admission that the government has oversold policies and projects that have failed to deliver promised benefits. It reflects deepening concern within government over whether it can fulfil its promise to deliver better public services, a key battleground in the run-up to the election. Recent polls show that the number of people who think public services such as education, health and the police will improve under Labour has slumped to 33%.  

In a separate memo to Prescott, Blair suggests cabinet ministers should take charge of replying to letters written to government departments by members of the public.  

Blair says responding to complaints offers a "tremendous opportunity to communicate our policies and messages" before the election, bypassing newspapers as their main source of information on government.  

The minutes are thought to be the first time private inter-government correspondence personally signed by Blair has been leaked. Four years ago, confidential Downing Street memos between Blair and Gould revealed fears that the prime minister was "out of touch" with the public.  

They showed Blair had ordered ministers and aides to come up with "eye catching" policies with which he could be personally associated.  

David Davis, shadow home secretary, said: "This call for caution is from the man who was the author of the ill-fated cashpoint fines system and whose announcement on television of a new asylum policy reduced our immigration system to a shambles."  

(C) Times Newspapers Ltd, 2004   
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Almost 200 people applying for jobs where criminal record clearance is needed have wrongly been accused of having a criminal record in the past year, the Home Office has admitted. 

Between January 1 last year and the end of February, 193 people who applied to the Criminal Records Bureau were wrongly labelled as having a criminal record, Hazel Blears, the Home Office minister, said in a written parliamentary answer. 

The errors chiefly arose where people's details were similar or identical to people who did have criminal records, she said. The Home Office stressed that the cases amounted to just 0.007 per cent of the 2.66m applications processed over the same period. 

The Home Office was unable to say how many people had lost jobs because of the errors but stressed that - unlike under the old system where police did criminal record checks - there was now "a clear process in place" to allow people to challenge the CRB's findings. 

However, the Home Office conceded that challenges could take some time. "It is a matter for the police to sort out. People might have to go down to the police station, and it takes as long as it takes." 

Whether people who could be working with children or the vulnerable elderly lost a potential job because of the errors was largely "a matter for employers", the Home Office added. 

They could still decide to employ someone, or hold off. "It is largely a matter for them." 

The CRB was set up to provide employers with details about any criminal convictions held by prospective employees, as well as other details which may mean they were unsuitable for a particular type of work.  
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COMPUTERS MAKE our lives easier in a multitude of ways, but they can never safeguard our liberty. This has been starkly demonstrated by the technology failure at the Criminal Records Bureau.   

The CRB was set up in March 2002, and enables employers to check whether an applicant for a job has a criminal background. It was designed specifically to prevent paedophiles from being given jobs supervising children. The applicant's details are fed into the Police National Computer and the results, positive or negative, are forwarded to both the employer and the applicant. The Home Office minister, Hazel Blears, has revealed that 193 people have been wrongly accused of having a criminal past since the system came into effect. Some have been the victim of a criminal appropriating someone else's personal details. Others - and this is the most worrying aspect - have simply had the misfortune of bearing the same name as a convicted felon, and been duly thrown up by the police's computer. Ms Blears is keen to stress that these errors represent only a "tiny percentage" of the 2.5 million checks performed, but that is hardly consolation to those falsely accused.   

This Labour government has presided over a series of computer-related fiascos: witness the recent history of the UK Passport Agency and the National Air Traffic Control Centre. But this latest "glitch" is cause for concern in a broader sense. Computer failures that cause inconvenience or represent a potential safety risk ought to be fairly straightforward to remedy. But the CRB's failure demonstrates the problems that inevitably arise when the state holds sensitive information on individuals in a centralised database. The principle of allowing schools or youth groups to run a background check on potential employees is justifiable because of the particular vulnerability of children. But this principle must never be stretched into letting employers - or anyone else for that matter - inquire into someone's past for no good reason.   

This is also an argument against ID cards, a scheme the Government seems intent on pushing through. The technology of ID cards will do nothing to improve our security and will simply lead to the kind of breakdowns we have seen at the CRB. If you had the same name as a suspected terrorist, you would risk being regularly picked up by the police. Those who claim that people who have done nothing wrong have nothing to fear should take a closer look at what has happened at the CRB.    
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THE VETTING system at the heart of the Criminal Records Bureau was criticised yesterday after it emerged that nearly 200 people applying for jobs had been wrongly branded as having a criminal record.   

The errors, which took place over a 13-month period, arose when details of applicants submitted for checks to the CRB were similar or identical to those with criminal records. In a number of cases, innocent job applicants were also wrongly tarnished after convicts attempted to avoid police records by providing false names.   

The bureau has been blighted by a series of errors since it was set up two years ago to provide checks on people wanting to work with children. Earlier this week, it emerged that the CRB, which conducts the checks on behalf of employers and voluntary groups, had cost taxpayers about £140m extra due to bungles surrounding its contractor, Capita.   

The most recent incident came to light in response to a written question from Mark Oaten, Home Affairs spokesman for the Liberal Democrat and MP for Winchester. Hazel Blears, the minister for Policing, revealed that 193 people had mistakenly been accused of having criminal history between 1 January 2003 and 29 February 2004, despite having an innocent record. The situation was immediately greeted with vociferous criticism from politicians and unions, who emphasised the importance of a system that was as accurate as it was rapid. Mr Oaten said: "This is another example of the shambolic state of affairs at the CRB. Every single mistake of this kind is extremely serious and it is not acceptable for the Home Office to dismiss this as a minor issue.   

"These mistakes can make a massive difference to people's career prospects when they are wrongly labelled as criminals. The number of mistakes being made also raises concern about the safety of children and vulnerable people as there appear to be flaws in the CRB's screening process."   

Unions also questioned the efficacy of the system, which collates details of convictions, cautions and intelligence data. "It is vital that stringent checks are made," said a spokeswoman for Unison, the public sector union. "It's equally vital that information is checked stringently before being recorded so people are not tainted by false allegations."   

A spokeswoman for the National Union of Teachers added: "The CRB has improved its performance in terms of turning around checks but this is of limited value if they are wrong. A career can be laid bare by inaccuracies of this kind and unfortunately it isn't the first time it's happened. Achieving target times with mistakes is of no value to schools."   

Other record-checking blunders that had affected the lives of employees may pave the way for a rush of legal action. A former headteacher received £2,500 from West Midlands police in September 2002 after he was recorded as having been investigated for the indecent assault of his step-daughter. The teacher, who cannot be named for legal reasons, does not have a step-daughter.   

He lost his job after his employers were alerted by CRB checks. It later emerged that the teacher was a victim of mistaken identity, sharing an identical name and date of birth to a man with a criminal record.   

The Home Office said the cases represented less than 1 per cent of the 2.66 million processed during that time period. The mistakes were rectified as applicants receive the same copy of detailed criminal records that is sent to prospective employers. "We err on the side of caution in these rare cases precisely because it is vital to ensure individuals do not fraudulently claim they have no criminal convictions," it said.   
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Nearly 200 people applying for jobs were wrongly labelled as criminals when their details were checked by the Criminal Records Bureau (CRB), it emerged yesterday.  

The Home Office minister Hazel Blears said the blunders arose when people's details were either similar or identical to those of someone else with a criminal record. Some criminals had also given innocent people's names.  

The blunders came to light when the names were checked on the police national computer (PNC).  

Between January 1 2003 and February 29 this year, 193 people were incorrectly labelled criminals, BBC Radio 5 Live reported.  

The error emerged in response to a written question from Mark Oaten, the Liberal Democrat home affairs spokesman.  

Ms Blears said: "The CRB has matched 193 disclosure applicants to conviction information held on the PNC which have subsequently been found to be incorrect."  

But the minister also said 2.66m applications had been processed by the bureau over the same period.  

A spokesman for the Home Office said the mistakes represented "a tiny percentage" of the bureau's work.  

The CRB was set up to provide employers with details about any criminal convic tions of prospective employees, as well as other details which may mean they were unsuitable for a particular type of work.  

The bureau insists its aim is to screen people to provide protection for the vulnerable, such as children.  

The Home Office said there was a clear process to enable people to challenge CRB findings.  

Mr Oaten said: "This is another example of the shambolic state of affairs at the CRB. Every single mistake of this kind made by the CRB is extremely serious and it is not acceptable for the Home Office to dismiss this as a minor issue. These mistakes can make a massive difference to people's career prospects.  

"The number of mistakes being made also raises concern about the safety of children and vulnerable people as there appear to be flaws in the CRB's screening process."  

A Home Office spokesman said: "Clearly, errors are regrettable but these very few instances have occurred because in some cases individuals may have similar if not identical personal details to people who may have a criminal record and the process rightly errs on the side of caution . . . The information would have been passed only to the prospective employer and not to the applicant."  
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Nearly 200 people applying for jobs were wrongly branded as criminals when their details were checked by the Criminal Records Bureau. The Home Office minister Hazel Blears said some were mistaken for offenders with similar background details. Some criminals had also given innocent people's names.  
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Innocent people applying to work with children and the vulnerable have been wrongly labelled as offenders because of blunders by the Criminal Records Bureau (Richard Ford writes).  

Nearly 200 people were wrongly branded criminals by the bureau, which carries out background checks on job applicants.  

The bureau, based on Merseyside, is questioning whether it can continue to provide free checks on people working in the voluntary sector. It has also admitted that the Home Office grossly overestimated demand for basic checks, which are to be made available for every worker.  

(c) Times Newspapers Ltd, 2004   
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CAPITA PUBLIC   

CAPITA claims to touch the lives of 33 million Britons, from collecting television licence fees and the Central London congestion charge to processing insurance claims.   

Its roots are firmly in the public sector, handling work for local councils and running IT and administrative systems for government departments, including the Home Office.   

But the company is growing most quickly in the private sector, in particular in insurance and financial services.   

Rod Aldridge, the company's founder and hands-on executive chairman, spotted the potential for an IT company bidding for the large number of IT contracts that were looming because of Margaret Thatcher's insistence on outsourcing and competitive tendering and, in 1987, as managing director, he led a management buyout of Cipfa Computer Services from the Chartered Institute of Public Finance.   

He renamed the company Capita and later branched out from IT to back-office work, payroll administration, recruitment, management consultancy and property management.   

At its launch the company had 33 staff and a Pounds 1.9 million turnover. Today, it has more than 17,000 employees and is heading for a turnover this year of almost Pounds 1.1 billion.   

It administers shareholder information for almost 1,700 corporate clients, runs 21 call centres and administers almost 900,000 life and pension policies. Its infrastructure division manages 7,500 miles (12,000km) of highways and more than 6,000 miles of paths.   

The company has attracted many complaints and has been dubbed Crapita by Private Eye and Grabita by an MP on the Commons Public Accounts Committee.   

It administered Individual Learning Accounts, a government-backed adult learning scheme that was undermined by widescale fraud that Capita failed to prevent.   

In 2002 it was at the centre of the disastrous launch of the Criminal Records Bureau. Backlogs quickly built up and work was sent to Madras.   

It was fined Pounds 1 million for the shaky start to the London congestion charge and has lost local authority contracts in Norfolk and Lambeth.   

In the past three years, the group has grown rapidly and analysts expect profits to grow at about 12 per cent a year.   

(c) Times Newspapers Ltd, 2004    
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Taxpayers are facing an extra pounds 150m bill for a disastrous government contract with an agency vetting people working with children and the vulnerable.  

A National Audit Office report earlier this year revealed the Home Office had accepted the cheapest quote from Capita but ended up paying more than the dearest, from the Criminal Records Bureau.  

Ministers assumed, incorrectly, that most people applying for access to criminal records - such as those vetting people seeking to work with children and vulnerable adults - would do so by phone or online. When nearly everybody applied by post the service collapsed, leaving tens of thousands of people unable to work.  

Yesterday the Commons Public Accounts Committee said new figures suggested costs would now overrun by pounds 150m.  

Capita's bid claimed it could deal with three million applications over 10 years for pounds 250m. The cost is now estimated to be as much as pounds 400m.  

Cheap vetting deal costs extra Pounds 150m   
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Born an ugly duckling, now a dying swan: Concorde's last float   

THE Home Office has landed the taxpayer with a Pounds 150 million bill over its disastrous contract with an agency that vets people working with children and the vulnerable.   

Officials took the cheapest quote for providing the ser-vice, but have ended up paying more than the most expensive tender submitted for the Criminal Records Bureau contract.   

The disclosures about the Merseyside-based bureau also show Whitehall grossly overestimated the numbers who might require a criminal check. Furthermore, they indicate that providing free checks for the voluntary sector may be ended because of the high number of applicants.   

Latest figures show that Capita, a private sector business services provider, was the lowest of three bidders for the contract. Its bid claimed it could deal with three million applications over ten years for Pounds 250 million. Because of poor planning by the Home Office, however, the cost to the taxpayer will be Pounds 400 million.   

Jon Trickett, a Labour member of the Commons Public Accounts Committee, said that Home Office officials had ignored warnings about the contract. "It had to be one of the most incompetently let contracts this committee has seen, certainly since I have been on it," he said.   

Mr Trickett said that both Capita and the Home Office had made assumptions about the number of applications that would be received on paper which were "hopelessly optimistic". He added: "We got the highest tender rather than the lowest in the end."   

Capita based its bid on Home Office assumptions that 70-85 per cent of applications would be by telephone rather than in writing, exactly the opposite of what happened. The firm's bid was based on 85 per cent of applications being dealt with by call centres and 15 per cent paper-based.   

Capita's low bid raised alarm in the Home Office and outside consultants were brought in. They gave assurances that the figures were correct. Another firm,  PricewaterhouseCoopers, bid Pounds 380 million on the basis that 40 per cent of applications would be on paper and 60 per cent by telephone.   

The latest figures show that the "cheap" Capita bid is now to cost more than the Price-waterhouseCoopers tender. Richard Bacon, Conservative MP for Norfolk South, said that the cost had risen from Pounds 250 million to Pounds 400 million for a slower service, delivered a year late and providing less than had been promised.   

In damning evidence about the planning of the bureau, the Government has admitted that the decision to press ahead with a largely telephone-based application ser-vice was made because officials were intent on pursuing the Government's agenda to increase the electronic transmission of services. The Home Office had also received an early warning that the project could go wrong. Another bidder, E-cres, said it did not believe it was feasible to introduce the service within the 12-month deadline. The Home Office ignored the warnings and went ahead with the scheme, with the aim of introducing it a year later, in 2001. But it was unable to meet this deadline and had to delay the start until March 2002.   

The bureau has issued 3.8 million enhanced and standard disclosures for people working with vulnerable groups.   

But plans for the introduction of a "basic" criminal records check for any employee were postponed from last August and will not now happen until at least next year.   

It had been estimated that five million basic checks would be issued each year but latest research suggests that this figure, like other Home Office assumptions, has been grossly overestimated and that demand will actually run at about 500,000 checks a year.   

In spite of the blunders, MPs on the Public Accounts Committee were told that no one had lost their job.   

IT disasters, page 4   
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There are 40,000 bell-ringers in England and Wales (The Church of England wants all bell ringers to be vetted by the Criminal Records Bureau to ensure that they do not have convictions for sex crimes against children)   

Rats carry more than 70 human infections including cholera, bubonic plague, typhus, leptospirosis, cowpox and hantavirus (British and American scientists have deciphered the genetic code of the brown rat)   

Ultramarine was the most expensive pigment available to seventeenth-century Dutch artists (A painting dismissed as a fake 60 years ago has been confirmed as the work of the seventeenth-century Dutch Master Johannes Vermeer after scientific testing in London)   

Matt Groening, creator of The Simpsons, has amassed a $200 million fortune (The actors who do the voices for The Simpsons are on strike demanding a threefold increase in their saleries)   

The average age that young people lose their virginity dropped from 17 in 1999 to 16 in 2000 (A report by the Office of National Statistics last week found that children and young people are now unhealthier than ever before, with 18 per cent of children spending less than an hour a week on sport)   

Home Office statistics show that every pounds 1 spent on heroin generates pounds 4 in social and economic costs (Home Secretary David Blunkett last week announced the creation of a 'British FBI', in a White Paper on combating organised crime)   

Crime checks may take heavy toll  
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FOR generations they have tolled out the passing years, marking marriages and funerals, the birth of kings and the end of wars.  

But now the bell is tolling for Britain's 40,000 campanologists, who practise what they call "the exercise".  

New rules which mean that every bell-ringer will have to prove that he or she is of fine and upstanding character could bring to an end a tradition that dates back further than the Church of England.  

Bell-ringers have not been widely known for anything more criminal than driving their neighbours mad and scaring the bats in the belfry. But now the Church of England wants all 40,000 bell-ringers vetted by the Criminal Records Bureau to ensure that they do not have convictions for sex crimes against children among other checks.  

The new regulations have led to threats of mass walkouts that could silence the bells.  

All bell-ringers, including those whose families have rung peals for generations in the same parish churches, will be asked to supply the names of two referees, undergo police background checks, sit through an interview and fill in a number of forms.  

Although the checks are not legally mandatory, the Church has made it clear bell-ringing groups will be expected to apply them to existing ringers as well as new recruits.  

The checks, which are intended to protect children, are more rigorous than those applied to teachers.  

The Central Council of Church Bell Ringers says it wants to protect children but is concerned that the new guidelines laid down by the House of Bishops will hit recruitment and put off existing members.  

Mike Henshaw, the council's president, described the procedures as "overkill", and has written to the two archbishops asking for common sense to prevail. Although Church of England attendances are declining by 70,000 a year, the number of bell-ringers is increasing.  

The council was not consulted by the House of Bishops, and fears that if children are prevented from learning, bell-ringing could suffer a dramatic decline.  

(c) Times Newspapers Ltd, 2004   
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Bell ringers at St James the Great, in Cheshire, who fear the paperwork of police checks will put people off Photograph: Don McPhee   

They have been ringing bells at St James the Great church in the village of Gawsworth, Cheshire, for more than 600 years. Every Sunday dedicated bell ringers climb the winding stone steps to the chilly tower and for half an hour before the beginning of morning service ring out their welcome.   

"We're a little community. We're quite a distinct section of the church," says Stephen Bayley, who has for 32 years been ringing bells at the picture postcard church, built on the site of a Norman chapel.   

"A lot of people live in the vil lage or are from the locality." Mr Bayley was taught the skill by his father, Eric, when he was 10, and both are still ringing in Gawsworth.   

Bell ringing is as much a social activity as a religious one, and ringers are welcome at any tower in the country. But that may be about to change. To the dismay of campanologists, who fear churches will fall silent, the Church of England is insisting that bell ringers must be checked by the Criminal Records Bureau.   

The revised edition of the child protection policy Protecting All God's Children, published last month by the House of Bishops of the General Synod, says that all adult volunteers who work in mixed age groups, including bell ringers, choristers and church servers, must "apply" for their jobs.   

"We understand there's a need to protect children, but this is overkill," Mr Bayley says.   

"To be honest, we don't know how it is going to be enforced. Will we get police raids and have to show our documents?"   

He believes it will reduce the number of people taking up ringing, which is already declining in his area, because they are put off by paperwork.   

The Central Council of Church Bell Ringers this week called the move "draconian", and accused the church of "prioritising bureaucracy over good practice".   

Call to standardise police vetting.   
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POLICE VETTING procedures should be standardised between forces, the chief executive of the Criminal Records Bureau said yesterday. Vince Gaskell was addressing the inquiry into how the child killer Ian Huntley was cleared to work as caretaker of Soham Village College after checks failed to show he had been suspected of several rapes. Mr Gaskell called for national guidelines on which jobs should invoke detailed or standard police checks on applicants.    

Bell-ringers must undergo police checks   
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THE Church of England has infuriated its 40,000 bell-ringers by imposing new child protection guidelines that will oblige them to undergo criminal record checks every three years. The Central Council of Church Bell Ringers has complained to the Archbishop of Canterbury, Dr Rowan Williams, that the policy is so draconian it will deter recruits and could drive away established ringers. According to Dr Michael Henshaw, the council's president, the time-honoured way to recruit ringers was to invite them to pull a bell rope and if they enjoyed it they would come again. Now, he said, they will be obliged to go through an eight-point application process, including providing two referees, undergoing an interview and being vetted by the Criminal Records Bureau. "It is more bureaucratic than for people applying to become new teachers," he said.   

 "It seems entirely unneccesary for volunteers going into an activity which is not aimed at children but at all ages." A Church of England spokesman said: "The Church's first responsibility is to ensure the safety of children and if that involves adults filling in forms, that is what has to happen."   

School head admits failing to vet Huntley.   

By Danielle Demetriou.   
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THE HEADMASTER of the Soham school where Ian Huntley was given a job as a caretaker admitted yesterday that he failed to check any of the murderer's references.   

Howard Gilbert, principal at Soham Village College, admitted breaching government regulations in his failure to follow up references. They were checked only after Huntley's arrest for the murder of Holly Wells and Jessica Chapman.   

Over the past two weeks at the Bichard inquiry into how Huntley was cleared for the job, Cambridgeshire Police admitted it "probably" failed to send a request for information about his background to police in Humberside where he previously lived. Humberside Police admitted it deleted records of sex allegations against Huntley and then made a "foolish" excuse that it had done so to comply with data protection laws.   

Yesterday, the inquiry was told the company responsible for co-ordinating checks on staff was unable to verify certain details of Huntley's application, such as former addresses.   

Huntley was employed by the school in November 2001, after vetting checks by Cambridgeshire Police gave him the all-clear. Ten months later, he murdered the schoolgirls, who attended St Andrew's primary school, also in Soham.   

Yesterday, Mr Gilbert told the inquiry how Huntley had appeared "thoughtful and mature" during the interview for the caretaker position and had brought along references from four previous employers.   

The references which Huntley submitted, most of which were undated, described him as "reliable, honest and trustworthy". In his application form, Huntley had also written: "My fiancee and myself have decided to relocate to an area which offers a better quality of life for us to start a family and settle.   

"I am at an age where I find myself thinking deeply about my career and what I really want to do." He added: "I feel I have a lot to offer the college in terms of supervisory and personal experiences."   

Last December, Mr Gilbert said that the school had done "everything we had to do" during the application procedure.   

Yesterday, he acknowledged that his failure to check references was in breach of government guidelines which state that it was "not in good practice" to accept them at face value.   

He said: "At the end of the day, they should have been called in. A letter should have been sent to confirm the references were genuine and authentic." Mr Gilbert added reliance on open references was exceptional and the practice had since been discontinued.   

The inquiry was also told the company responsible for co-ordinating checks on staff for numerous schools in Cambridgeshire did not verify certain details, including former addresses or possible aliases.   

Instead, the company relied to an extent on the "honesty of the applicant", according to Maureen Cooper, the director of Educational Personnel Management Ltd (EPM), which requested police checks on behalf of the college.   

A police check form filled out by the applicants required them to list any addresses at which they had resided in the previous five years. She said only the details within this period were the subject to the check and the company could not verify if they were accurate. The flaw still remained in place in similar organisations around the country, including the national Criminal Records Bureau, according to Mrs Cooper. "It is not possible to establish whether an applicant has lived at that address for a period of time they say they have," she said.   

Her comments prompted the inquiry chairman Sir Michael Bichard to make his only intervention of the day, with the words: "You are signing something that is not true?"   

The hearing continues.   

CATALOGUE OF BLUNDERS   

Phil Watters, a social worker, failed to link claims of underage sex against Huntley   

A report suggesting Huntley could be a "serial sex attacker" was deleted from police records in July 2000   

David Westwood, Chief Constable of Humberside, "wrongly" claimed records were deleted due to the Data Protection Act   

Tom Lloyd, Chief Constable of Cambridgeshire Police, admitted that the vetting procedure was flawed   

Cambridgeshire Police "probably" never requested a vetting check into Huntley   

Stephen Barnes, of Cambridgeshire Police, entered Huntley's date of birth incorrectly on the child access database   

Jacqueline Giddings, a police national computer operator, failed to check the surname Huntley, only searching for his alias Nixon   

Humberside Police failed to update police national computer records to include Huntley's alias surname of Nixon. As a result, the response to a check in December 2001 would have been "no trace".    

Carr to be accused of lying for Soham job  
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MAXINE CARR is to be prosecuted for lying on her application for a teaching assistant's job that allowed her to meet Holly Wells and Jessica Chapman in Soham.  

Carr, 27, will attend Peterborough Magistrates' Court later this month. It is the same court she appeared at when she was charged with perverting the course of justice after her former boyfriend Ian Huntley had murdered the two girls.  

She faces 12 charges of benefit fraud and lying in her application for the job at St Andrew's Church of England Primary School. Carr became a teaching assistant at the school, helping out in Holly and Jessica's class.  

The Crown Prosecution Service said that it had decided to prosecute Carr "on 12 counts of deception and obtaining pecuniary advantage" between 1996 and 2002.  

The charges include allegations that she lied on several application forms for jobs including a position as a store associate with Bhs Limited, a sales assistant at the One Stop Shop and the post as a temporary assistant at the school.  

Carr is also alleged to have obtained or to have attempted to obtain Pounds 375 through dishonest housing benefit claims. She faces a total of seven charges of benefit fraud, four related to alleged deception in claims for housing benefit, two related to claims for income support and one to a claim for jobseeker's allowance.  

A Cambridgeshire police officer visited Carr yesterday at Holloway Prison, London, and told her of the charges. She was sentenced to three years in December after being found guilty of perverting the course of justice at the Old Bailey.  

She is due to be released in the middle of May, by which time she will have served half her sentence.  

Huntley was sentenced to life for murdering Holly and Jessica in August 2002.  

Tom Lloyd, the Chief Constable of Cambridgeshire, admitted yesterday that his force had made basic errors at every stage in the vetting of Huntley for a school caretaker's job.  

Mr Lloyd was appearing at the inquiry headed by Sir Michael Bichard into how Huntley had secured his post despite a string of sex offence claims against him.  

The admission was reinforced by the publication of a previously confidential Cambridgeshire police report into the bungled operation to provide the correct checks on Huntley. The vetting checks should have been carried out after Huntley applied in 2001 for a job at Soham Village School.  

A damning 13-page report, drawn up by Detective Chief Inspector Gary Ingrey, listed 25 conclusions, including a judgment that Cambridgeshire's criminal records bureau's system was "designed to cope with volume, not to ensure accuracy and quality of data checking. This was a serious flaw in the system".  

Mr Lloyd told the inquiry in Central London that he took "full responsibility" for the errors and failings in the vetting of Huntley, although he made no suggestion that he was considering resignation.  

His evidence was the last to be given by the police after nearly two weeks in which a catalogue of errors both in Cambridgeshire and Humberside has been revealed, so serious that some legal observers have been taken aback.  

The first Cambridgeshire error involved entering Huntley's date of birth in the child access database wrongly as 31/10/74 instead of 31/01/74. That was followed by a failure to carry out a police national computer check in the name of Huntley.  

The third error came when the force apparently failed to send the vital request to the Humberside Police to check Huntley's background.  

The fourth was the improper closure by the Cambridgeshire police of the Huntley log before receiving and noting a reply to the inquiry sent to Humberside.  

The inquiry continues.  
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Maxine Carr is to be brought back to court this month to face deception charges, it was announced yesterday.   

She faces accusations of lying about her qualifications when she applied for jobs at the school attended by the murder victims Holly Wells and Jessica Chapman, and of making false benefit claims.   

The appearance by the Soham killer Ian Huntley's former girlfriend at Peterborough magistrates on March 26 is bound to cause another media frenzy. There will also be concerns over a possible repeat of the scenes which greeted her when she last appeared at the court shortly after her arrest in 2002.   

The jeering and heckling from the crowds resulted in her being excused attending a later hearing. She was allowed to "appear" via a video link.   

The Crown Prosecution Service's decision is a further blow to Carr, whose application to be released from her three-and-a-half year sentence for conspiring to pervert the course of justice by lying for Huntley after the murder of the girls prompted the government to make changes to its early release scheme. She is now eligible for release in mid-May.   

After her jailing in December it had been expected that other alleged offences which had been discovered would be quietly forgotten. But prosecution sources said CPS lawyers had reviewed the evi dence and, upon advice from counsel, decided to prosecute. Carr is accused of falsely representing her qualifications in applications for the jobs at St Andrew's primary school in Soham in April and July 2002. She got the first job - a temporary post - but was rejected for the second.   

She allegedly lied on three other applications, for jobs at the Blue Crest food factory in Grimsby in 1996, at Bhs in Scunthorpe in 2001, and at a store in Soham in 2002.   

Carr is also accused of dishonestly obtaining pounds 375 of housing benefit in Scunthorpe in 2001 by claiming she was not living with a partner. At that time she was living with Huntley. She also allegedly made dishonest claims for jobseeker's allowance and income support. She faces 12 charges.   

The announcement coincided with the appearance of the chief constable of Cambridgeshire, Tom Lloyd, at the Bichard inquiry, which is examining how Huntley got a job as a school caretaker in Soham, even though he had been accused of sex offences.   

Mr Lloyd admitted that serious flaws within his force's vetting process may have allowed a number of "unsuitable" people to get jobs working close to children and said he had ordered an investigation which will assess how many potentially dangerous people could have slipped through the net.   

Mr Lloyd conceded that hundreds of mistakes might have been made by staff in the force's criminal record's bureau. Yesterday he admitted in public for the first time that it was "more likely than not" his force did not ask Humberside police to check Huntley, from the north-east, in their records.   

He also conceded that his force had made two further mistakes on Huntley's vetting. Firstly, a civilian member of his staff, Stephen Barnes, had incorrectly entered Huntley's date of birth into a database. More seriously, a second civilian operator, Jacqueline Gid dings, had failed to check Huntley under both the surnames he used. Had she done so, she would have found he had committed a burglary. The inquiry was told she thought she might have been "distracted".   

The inquiry was told about a damning internal Cambridgeshire report by Detective Chief Inspector Gary Ingrey, who concluded there were "shortcomings in the supervision and management" of the force's criminal records bureau. The inquiry continues.   

Getting the ball rolling for pre-school care: Flourishing childcare still needs nurturing with cash, knowledge and political will   
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If it works out for Kaireece, Jacqueline Den ton says, "I will definitely be free to look for a job". Kaireece is her two-year-old and he has just started, two mornings and two afternoons a week, at the Edmonton Green Sure Start daycare unit. She could not have put it better if the Treasury had scripted it.   

Married with two young children, Ms Denton is using Labour's childcare expansion as a springboard back into the labour market: she used to work in customer services. Even better from Gordon Brown's point of view, she is clued up on tax credits and knows that if she does work there will be money available to help defray the costs of Kaireece's care.   

If Enfield is typical, parents know a lot more about tax credits and entitlements than they did when we spoke to them a year ago.But Ms Denton and the parents we interview below also expose some of the dilemmas facing Labour in delivering better childcare.   

Ms Denton is in the same position as thousands of other mothers in Enfield, and elsewhere. If childcare is near at hand, affordable and reliable, they might be able to look for jobs. But so far new places have been slow in coming on stream and Labour has concentrated resources on poorer areas - such as Edmonton Green.   

One result has been that childcare has lacked the salience it might have if better-off parents were involved and pushed it up the political agenda.   

According to the National Audit Office nearly 100,000 childcare places have been created for pre-school children since 1998. But the NAO is worried that this new provision may not last. And, it says, "while considerable progress has been made in closing the gap in relative levels of provision between the poorest areas and others, there is still some way to go".   

You can see that national picture in miniature in Enfield. During the past year about 1,100 childcare places have been added, putting the borough within sight of its target of 3,000 extra places between 2001 and 2004.   

But only 209 of them are in daycare, in creches or with childminders, where pre-school children can be looked after while parents are out at work. The rest are mostly in clubs for schoolchildren, for example running for an hour or so after 3.30 or 4pm.   

Enfield may differ from the national picture in that its poorer areas may have more childcare than the affluent parts of a borough where, until recently, there was not much of a tradition of nursery schooling or childcare.   

One reason is the experimental Sure Start project in the shopping mall at Edmonton Green, Enfield's poorest ward. This is the central government-funded scheme intended to focus help on disadvantaged pre-school children to try to improve their potential when they reach school age.   

Sure Start was not originally intended to be part of Labour's daycare programme but the unit at Edmonton Green is going great guns. It used to offer just sessional care to parents attending parenting, language, smoking cessation and confidence-building classes. But now it is making a virtue of assisting families who want to get into work and is itself acting as a focus for regenerating a rundown area.   

If Bryan Hutton is representative, Sure Start is putting down roots and binding a fissiparous neighbourhood together. The manager of a bar, he initially came along to Sure Start events with his daughter Lauryn, who is now four.   

Then he started volunteering. Now, thanks to Sure Start money, he is employed by Enfield Parents' Centre, a voluntary group, to advise residents on how to become effective members of the Sure Start board.   

Sure Start does make a difference, says Sally Johnson, chief executive of the Enfield primary care trust, which employs extra health visitors in Edmonton Green.   

"It is able to help people who are operating from an incredibly low base. One young single mother told us she was frightened to go the local park, she didn't have the resources to use other leisure activities. Sure Start was the only she felt she could go."   

But Sure Start has its problems. Residents in its catchment area come and go rapidly. Sally Johnson says: "Churning is a problem all the preventative services face: we make contact with a family but then they are gone,"   

The borough chief executive, Rob Leak, says this is an Enfield-wide issue.   

"The borough's population is very mobile, and that can penalise us in terms of grants. Population is also growing, up 5% over the past four years, but a lot of our funding is fixed on older, historic levels and there can be a lag of years before it adjusts. A team from the Treasury was here recently and we agreed with them that if you want to target spending you need quality information about where people are."   

Sure Start's director, Laxmi Jamdagni, left recently. According to one local observer, "there is bound to be a degree of disruption, though maybe new people can revitalise the project".   

Sure Start's funds start "tapering off" in the coming financial year and no one seems to know where the money to pay for its relatively generous levels of staffing will be found.   

Yet Sure Start is being taken as the model for the children's centres Labour says it wants to create as it expands childcare in poor areas. Enfield has put in a bid to the Department for Education and Skills for five centres, in the south and east of the borough.   

There are political implications to all this. Enfield council is controlled by the Conservatives, whose electoral bases are the better-off wards.   

"Our challenge," Mr Leak says, "is to get money into deprived areas while, in the well-off areas, we ensure resources are used efficiently. Conservative councillors are concerned to make sure we have one society. In extremis, social cohesion breaks down, and there is evidence to suggest anti-social behaviour and crime thrive if people are unemployed and don't feel they have a part in society.   

"This administration is very keen to make sure all Enfield people have a good chance in life. But we are also working hard to demonstrate to, as it were, the paying customers that we are using their money well, improving our basic ways of doing business, working closely with the voluntary sector and the health service to avoid duplication."   

Labour is considering how much it would cost to make children's centres "universal" so that all parents have access to affordable care.   

Stephen Burke of the Daycare Trust is optimistic. The children's minister, Margaret Hodge, has been trying to persuade the chancellor, Gordon Brown, and the prime minister to make childcare a theme for a third Labour term.   

It is impossible not to notice the enthusiasm that enters her voice as Eve Stickler, the council's early years and child development manager, imagines a string of centres right across the borough, offering "wrap around" care along with integrated health, education and child protection services. They could be attached to primary schools.   

"Schools would be good places to link with since they already offer a universal service; it is very important to avoid stigmatising child care."   

Of course, universal childcare would be costly. A back-of-the-envelope calculation for Enfield indicates capital costs of pounds 100m to convert primary schools, adding space for cots and play areas.   

Add to that the annual cost of nursery staff, assuming they can be recruited, and - Ms Stickler says this is critical - subsidies which would make childcare affordable. That would require money in addition to the element intended to cover childcare costs in the tax credit payable to families on low to moderate incomes whose parents are in work.   

Annual revenue costs for universal childcare in Enfield would be around pounds 97m.   

That is a gross figure. The exchequer would benefit from extra taxes if parents returned to work. And at present parents pay about 85% of the costs of care for pre-schoolers, subsidies and benefits covering the rest. In other EU countries it is 30%.   

No one is talking about free childcare, except for poor families, but a key question is how big the parents' "co-payments" for care should be.   

Enfield reports recent improvement in the rate at which women are coming forward as childminders. Getting approvals for them and other people working with children from the Criminal Records Bureau is still proving slow, but relations with the Office for Standards in Education, which regulates nurseries, are much better.   

There is some way to go. Although in principle the borough will offer all parents of three-year-olds free nursery education for two-and-a-half hours a day this year, only about three-quarters of those eligible are taking it up.   

No one quite knows how much latent demand there is for childcare and how many parents might think of seeking jobs if affordable care were available   

The Sure Start centre shows that Enfield is on the ball, but future success remains uncertain Photograph: David Levene   

Business & Media: Capita scents congestion payoff in foreign fields  

Terry Macalister  

405 words

Publication date: 27 February 2004

Source: The Guardian

Page: 23

© Copyright 2004.  The Guardian.  All rights reserved.  

Capita, the company behind London's congestion charging scheme, is considering plans to franchise out its congestion charging expertise to foreign cities after its success in the UK capital over the first 12 months of operation.  

The company's chairman Rod Aldridge said the first birthday of the car reduction scheme had attracted a lot of interest from other British cities and local authorities abroad.  

"We have no wish to be an international company - with a potential UK market worth pounds 65bn - but there has been a lot of interest from all over the world and so we could offer some kind of franchise," he explained.  

Capita revealed last week that there had been a 30% reduction in the number of vehi cles coming in to Britain's capital city in the first year.  

The company is particularly pleased that 170,000 people have now signed up to paying by SMS texting on mobile phones with only 12% using call centres.  

Running the congestion charging business for London mayor Ken Livingstone helped Capita record a 23% increase in profits before tax and goodwill amortisation at pounds 121.2m.  

Turnover rose 20% to pounds 1.1bn. The dividend increased 33% to 4p and Mr Aldridge declared prospects for further growth remained excellent.  

Mr Aldridge denied the company was profiteering out of public sector contracts, saying a 12.2% increased level of margins came from private sector contracts.  

"We are not making excessive profits out of that [the congestion charge]," he said.  

But ABN Amro analyst Matthew Lloyd saw a lot of the improvement in second half margins coming from a single division which includes work for the government's Criminal Records Bureau and a BBC licence collection contract. Capita shares fell 2.5% to 278p in early trading on these fears.  

The company denied this was an issue, arguing that the business was strong across all sectors. Certain contracts were more profitable than others because they were at a different stage of development.  

Mr Aldridge reported a "bid pipeline" worth pounds 2.7bn and pointed out Capita's record was to win one out of every two deals that it went for.  

The group said 2004 had started off strongly with the award of a pounds 125m contract to administer personal injury claims for British miners on behalf of the government.  

Capita's new pounds 165m contracts boost its profits by 20pc   
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PROFITS at Capita, the company that operates London's congestion charge and collects the BBC licence fee, surged 20pc last year thanks to winning a raft of new contracts. Paul Pindar, chief executive, said sales rose 20pc to pounds 1.08 billion while pre-tax profits jumped from pounds 78.1m to pounds 93.5m. "The congestion charging scheme put in less than a quarter of that growth and the remainder came from new contracts," he said yesterday. Capita won new contracts to the value of pounds 615m last year. He said: "The pipeline of bid opportunities shows a very healthy state of affairs," adding that Capita has been shortlisted for new contract tenders worth a potential pounds 2.7billion. There are no material contracts contributing more than 1pc of annual revenue which are due for renewal this year, ensuring a steady revenue stream, Mr Pindar said. The company has already won a contract worth pounds 125m to administer miners' personal injury liability claims this year.   

 Capita, which also runs background checks for the Criminal Records Bureau, was criticised for failing to keep up with mounting applications but said the backlog had now been cleared. The company has also come under fire after thousands of drivers were wrongly sent fines despite having paid the congestion charge. Capita was fined pounds 1m for poor performance in running the scheme in October last year. Mr Pindar said: "There are key performance indicators we have to hit, with bonuses for overperformance and paying service credits if we don't hit the targets." He said the scheme was now running smoothly. Analysts had raised concerns over operating margins, which rose from 12pc to 12.2pc last year. Capita has set a target of achieving margins of 12pc or above. Mr Pindar said: "We have significant economies of scale and keep the cost base efficient so there is no real reason why margins should come under pressure." Capita increased its dividend from 3p to 4p for the year. Rod Aldridge, chairman, owns just under 19m shares in the company and will receive a dividend payment of more than pounds 750,000. The shares fell 2 1/4 to 283p.   
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Links www.bichardinquiry.org.uk Bichard inquiry website www.crb.gov.uk Criminal Records Bureau. Ian Huntley was described as a "serial sex attacker . . . at liberty to continue his activities" in a police intelligence report written three years before he killed Holly Wells and Jessica Chapman, it emerged yesterday.  

The report was compiled in 1999 by a constable involved in the investigation of a rape Huntley was suspected of. It was passed to intelligence officers in the former school caretaker's native north-east.  

But, a year later, the report was deleted from a computerised local intelligence file. By the time Huntley was vetted for the school caretaker's job in Soham, Cambridgeshire, the officer's concerns would not have shown up.   

The existence of the report was revealed on the opening day of the Bichard inquiry, which is looking into how Huntley managed to become a school caretaker in Soham - where he murdered the 10-year-old schoolgirls - even though he had been accused of a series of sex attacks and sexual relationships with underage girls.   

Humberside police have said that data protection laws forced them to "weed out" details of unproven accusations after a short period. This explanation has been rejected by the information commissioner who oversees the application of the legislation.   

The picture was further complicated yesterday when it emerged for the first time that the Humberside force will argue that, in any case, it was not asked by Cambridgeshire police to search its intelligence records for Huntley. Cambridgeshire insists it did so.   

The 1999 intelligence report was put together by a PC Mick Harding who was investigating the rape of a woman in Huntley's native Grimsby. Huntley was initially suspected, and the officer noted he had been accused of three previous rapes and one indecent assault on an 11-year-old. The officer also remarked that Huntley seemed to pick victims who did not make good witnesses.   

Counsel for the inquiry, James Eadie, said 12 months after the report was added to Humberside's criminal intelligence system - and a year before Huntley applied for the caretaking job - it was deleted by a civilian worker who has since died.   

Bundles of internal documents published yesterday showed that Huntley came into contact with police officers and social workers on many occasions in connection with allegations of sexual activity with underage girls.   

The papers revealed that Huntley personally contacted social services on at least four occasions, once raising concerns about the "moral issues" of his living with a girl of 15.   

Mr Eadie suggested that a "pattern of behaviour" had emerged. But neither Humberside police nor Lincolnshire social services had collated the various reports about Huntley that might have marked him out as a potential danger to girls and young women.   

Mr Eadie said PC Harding's report was the only time a formal intelligence report was submitted on Huntley. He said twice his activities had been inputted into the force's child protection data base - but Humberside police accepted this system was "almost worthless".   

The papers also showed that the same senior officer, Detective Inspector Peter Billam, the former head of the child protection unit in Grimsby, had been involved in three of the cases in which Huntley was accused of having sex with underage girls. But he apparently took no action.   

It also emerged yesterday that Huntley's ex-wife, Claire, told social workers that he had thrown her downstairs while she was pregnant, but they had not relayed her fears of his violence to the police.   

The first witnesses are expected to appear before the inquiry in London on Monday. The inquiry, chaired by Sir Michael Bichard, is due to hear evidence until late March.   

PC Harding's written warning was deleted from computer files   
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The Criminal Records Bureau is piloting a nationwide list of all those on whom the police have intelligence, it emerged yesterday as part of government evidence to the inquiry into the Soham murders.  

Sir Michael Bichard is investigating the authorities' handling of previous allegations about Ian Huntley, the school caretaker who killed Holly Wells and Jessica Chapman.  

Humberside police did not keep or share with Cambridgeshire police four accusations of rape against Huntley, and one of indecent assault on an 11-year-old girl, because of data protection laws.  

Various police organisations and public bodies have urged a review of the Data Protection Act in the hope that more of this "soft" intelligence - which has not resulted in a criminal conviction - can be used to prevent crime.  

But a Home Office submission to the Bichard inquiry, published on its website yesterday, said the Criminal Records Bureau was piloting a free-standing database which would contain the names and addresses of all individuals on whom forces hold intelligence.  

"The database itself would not hold the intelligence information, but would identify the force(s) to which the CRB would need to refer its inquiries," the Home Office memorandum said.  

"One of the significant benefits to emerge from the pilot is that the database can identify a force which might hold relevant information on a disclosure applicant, but in whose area the applicant has not lived in the past five years, or at all."  

At present, there is no national computer system for recording intelligence and no central register for the information.  

But the Home Office and police are looking at the development of "Crisp" - Cross Regional Information Sharing Proposal - being piloted in 12 police forces, which would allow "soft" data on reported crimes to be held in a national database.  

The Home Office has also set up a working group which includes senior police officers to review data protection procedures. The Police Federation, which represents rank and file officers, has told the inquiry that many officers delete important intelligence records because they are scared of being prosecuted under the Data Protection Act.  

The National Association for the Care and Resettlement of Offenders accepted that child protection must take precedence over the interests of ex-offenders, but stressed that the vast majority of ex-offenders could work without putting anyone at risk, and said it was vital to minimise barriers to them getting jobs if the government wanted to cut crime.  

The Police Superintendents' Association said various police forces were interpreting the act in different ways and it must be clarified.  

It argued that overriding other human rights in order to protect the right to life was acceptable for the greater good, and suggested that data on allegations should include details on the reason for not prosecuting - for instance, if the complaint was believed to be spurious or vindictive. The Home Office admitted: "The Huntley case has suggested the need for additional and clearer guidance to forces on the implications of the Data Protection Act on the retention and use of criminal conviction and local intelligence."  

A working group, including Whitehall officials, senior police officers and representatives from the Department for Constitutional Affairs, met last week to discuss new data protection guidelines.  

In its submission to the inquiry, the Association of Directors of Social Services called for improvements in information technology to enable different agencies - and workers within the same agency - to work together more effectively.  
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Database to list unproven charges provokes fears.   

By Jason Bennetto Crime Correspondent.   
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A NATIONAL database containing the details of people accused of unproven allegations, and the subjects of failed police investigations, is to be set up in the wake of the Ian Huntley debacle.   

Teachers' leaders and civil liberty campaigners warned the move could cause false and malicious claims. In one scheme piloted in the West Midlands, police have listed names and addresses of all suspects who have been accused of wrongdoing, but have not been convicted.   

The retention and availability of so-called "soft intelligence" was among police failings highlighted after the Soham case. Huntley, sentenced to life for murdering Jessica Chapman and Holly Wells, was able to work with children despite having been accused of nine sex crimes, including four rapes, and the indecent assault of an 11-year-old girl. Humberside police were criticised for not retaining information on him, and were accused of misunderstanding the Data Protection Act. The force destroyed the intelligence on Huntley, saying all the allegations were unproven.   

But the Home Office is working on two national database systems, and is reviewing police practice, to ensure such a mistake is not repeated. Different police forces operate different policies on what information is kept, and for how long. The guidelines say information on unconvicted individuals accused of serious crimes should be kept for at least 10 years.   

The data is crucial in allowing the Criminal Records Bureau (CRB) to check on people who apply for jobs with children. Police also use the information to identify patterns of criminal behaviour, arrest suspects, and target likely offenders. But ability of the police and the CRB to access a central list of suspects was greeted with caution by teachers and civil liberty campaigners who fear malicious allegations may be included. Teachers' unions say their members' careers could be blighted by an unsubstantiated pupil complaint.   

In the pilot scheme, the West Midlands, West Mercia, and Staffordshire police forces, are keeping a database which could form the model for a national database. The second system being considered involves every force placing an indicator, or "flag", on the police national computer beside individuals about whom "soft intelligence" is available. The CRB or an investigating officer would contact the individual forces for the details of the allegations.   

The Home Office is examin-ing new rules or guidelines in the Data Protection Act. The department is also considering new legislation that would result in people in sensitive professions working with children, such as teachers, having their backgrounds vetted more regularly. Details of possible reforms were provided by the Home Office to the inquiry, chaired by Sir Michael Bichard, investigating how Huntley got a job as a school caretaker. Hazel Blears, the Home Office minister, said yesterday: "I was very concerned that there appeared to be a lack of clarity in the interpretation of the provisions of the Act. We need to make sure this is crystal clear, that there is no room for misinterpretation, because if this information slips through the net, it can have disastrous results."   

Eamonn O'Kane, general secretary of the teachers' union NASUWT, said: "Teachers are vulnerable to false, exaggerated and malicious allegations. The procedures must not be such that they give credence to the view that an allegation is in itself proof of guilt."   

Gareth Crossman, policy director of Liberty, the civil rights group, said their main concern was confidentiality and the possibility of unproven allegations become public.    

New sex crime database may prevent another Soham  

Stewart Tendler, Crime Correspondent  
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A NEW national crime intelligence computer system is being planned to prevent a sex-crime suspect such as Ian Huntley, the Soham killer, evading vetting checks and working with children.  

The database, codenamed PLX (Police Local Cross Reference), would be operated by the Criminal Records Bureau and receive information from a network of regional police intelligence computers. Although there are national databases on specialised areas of crime there is no link between the intelligence files individually kept by the 43 forces in England and Wales.  

The new database would only flag up the names and addresses of suspects placed on the system by the police. Full checks on the intelligence would have to be made with the force holding the information and they would decide what to reveal.  

Under the Home Office plan outlined yesterday in written evidence to the inquiry by Sir Michael Bichard into the vetting blunders that allowed Huntley to work with children, access to PLX would be limited. Only the Criminal Records Bureau and police would use it. The intelligence could include suspected sex offenders, people arrested but not charged, suspects linked to domestic and child violence allegations, child custody disputes and other offences.  

PLX would not only hold current records but could also cover anyone who had not lived in the police force area for five years and also suspects whom a force had investigated even though they had never lived in that area. Civil libertarians are certain to oppose the plan but the Home Office argues that the PLX system, being tested by police in Staffordshire, West Midlands and West Mercia, could stop another Huntley.  

The inquiry under Sir Michael, a former top civil servant, was launched after Huntley was jailed for life in December for the murder of the schoolgirls Holly Wells and Jessica Chapman, both aged 10. When Cambridgeshire police were asked to vet Huntley for a job as caretaker at Soham Village College the checks on the Police National Computer, which holds convictions, and with Humberside Police failed to reveal information that would have precluded him from the job.  

Huntley had been suspected of a string of earlier sex crimes, most involving under-age girls, but Humberside Police had adopted a policy of "weeding out" the records within 28 days, claiming that they were required to do so by the Data Protection Act.  

The Home Office evidence submitted before the inquiry also reveals that a working party of police, officials and staff from the Office of the Information Commissioner have started work on guidelines on the information police should retain.  
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Scheme to check applicants for child care posts 'badly enforced' CRIMINAL RECORDS BUREAU. 
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The project to set up the Criminal Records Bureau, which vets applicants wanting to work with children or vulnerable adults, has been savaged as "appallingly planned" and "badly implemented". 

The bureau is unable to access all potential sources of data such as those held by Customs & Excise and the British Transport Police, according to a report today by the National Audit Office into the public-private partnership between the Home Office and Capita, the outsourcing company. 

Bureau procedures might not identify an applicant who has been, for example, investigated by Customs for smuggling drugs or pornography but who has never come to the attention of the police. Nor is there full access to foreign crime databases, the report says. 

However, it says the bureau is delivering twice the number of checks the police did under the previous system. It also gives voluntary bodies working with children access to criminal records information. 

The report warns that the bureau will not break even until 2005-06, a year later than originally planned, despite steep rises in the cost to applicants of checks, resulting in an extra cost to taxpayers of Pounds 68.2m. 

The bureau was set up two years ago to provide a one-stop vetting service for staff in sensitive positions. But the three bids from the private sector varied widely in approach and price. 

The government chose the Capita bid, which was the cheapest, after an independent evaluation. But the bid's acceptance of assumptions about how applications would be received and its similar acceptance of a tight timescale both turned out to be wrong - and costly in terms of time, money and the new bureau's reputation. 

The government ended up paying Pounds 3.6m to Capita over the unexpected overload of paper applications, which contributed to a backlog that delayed vetting of teachers and even delayed the start of the school year in September 2002 for some pupils. 

However, Capita had to pay Pounds 3.8m in fines for failing to meet targets, and the Pounds 400m contract was renegotiated late last year to give Capita a lower price per application for guaranteed higher volumes. 

Hazel Blears, a Home Office minister, said: "As soon as the initial operating difficulties were identified the CRB and Capita initiated a service improvement plan . . . since September 2002 the situation at the CRB has been transformed." 

Officials also pointed out that legislation was planned to allow the bureau to access the records of police forces not controlled by the Home Office, such as Customs and the British Transport Police.  

Capita to run coal injuries scheme   

David Gow   
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Capita, the controversial services group running London's congestion charge, stands to make up to pounds 15m profit from administering a pounds 125m contract to manage coal miners' personal injury claims.   

The company, Britain's biggest outsourcing business, said it had been awarded the contract by the DTI to administer all claims relating to respiratory diseases and vibration white finger suffered by miners who worked for state-owned British Coal.   

The government's uncapped liability to retired miners, their families or their estates is pounds 7bn, with pay-outs under the scheme so far totalling pounds 1.9bn.   

Capita, which has faced sharp criticism for its running of the year-old congestion charge scheme and has had to renegotiate the contract with Transport for London, has also been accused of causing chaos at the new Criminal Records Bureau.   

But the government said the contract had been awarded after due diligence. "We have been reassured there will be no change to the way the process works. We are very much looking for business as usual."   

The contract, which runs until July 31 2006, makes Capita the largest independent claims handler. It already administers insurance claims for Abbey, Aurora and Norwich Union, settling claims to the value of pounds 1.5bn and handling 1m household, motor and travel claims. Rod Aldridge, executive chairman, said he would expect to make the usual operating margins of 10-12% on the contract. In the first six months of last year Capita made pre-tax profits of pounds 51.1m, up 27%, on sales of pounds 532m, up 36%.   

"Our role in delivering the contract is to ensure claims are handled effectively and compassionately while maintaining rigorous eligibility procedures," Mr Aldridge said. "Our focus will be to continue providing an effective service to the people suffering from these diseases."   

The scheme was introduced after much criticism from mining unions about the difficulties in persuading doctors to treat certain illnesses seriously, such as vibration white finger - caused by using power tools at the coal-face.   

It has received 426,000 claims for respiratory diseases such as emphysema, of which 170,000 have been settled at a cost of pounds 974m, and 170,000 for vibration white finger.   

The latter scheme is now closed after pay-outs of pounds 923m but the DTI has been advertising extensively to persuade would-be claimants to meet the March 31 deadline for applications relating to respiratory diseases. These are now running at 8,000 a week.   

Capita is in effect taking over the running of the scheme from US insurer Aon.   

* WS Atkins, another infrastructure services group, has won a pounds 105m contract to modernise the sewers in Belfast.   

Capita wins Pounds 125m deal to handle claims of miners   

Angela Jameson   
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THE company that runs London's congestion charge has won a Pounds 125 million contract to manage miners' personal injury claims.   

Under the deal, Capita, the outsourcing group takes responsibility for administering a compensation fund linked to one of the most controversial areas of government policy.   

Capita won the contract despite criticism last week from MPs of the company's role in administering the Criminal Records Bureau.   

The contract, which Capita takes over from Aon, will see the group handle all calls and claims relating to respiratory and other medical conditions caused by working in the mines of British Coal, the former nationalised mining group. Capita said it expected to earn revenues of Pounds 125 million from the deal, which will run until July 31, 2006.   

More than 1,250 staff will transfer to Capita from Aon. Capita will also Pounds 8 million for contract infrastructure, including sites in Sheffield, Cardiff, Manchester and Edinburgh.   

Capita will process claims relating to chronic obstructive pulmonary disease and a condition known as vibration white finger. The claims represent the Government's largest uncapped liability, estimated at Pounds 7 billion, which transferred to the Department of Trade and Industry from British Coal in 1998.   

The two personal injury compensation schemes covering the liabilities are the largest in British legal history. Former miners have made more than 410,000 claims relating to respiratory disease, with Pounds 974 million paid in compensation.   

About Pounds 923 million has been paid out for white finger.   

Capita has been trying to break into the back offices of the insurance sector but fund managers said that this deal was not the transformational contract that the company had promised this year.   

(c) Times Newspapers Ltd, 2004    

Records bureau fiasco damned by watchdog: Home Office accepted cheapest bid without research   
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An official investigation into why the new Criminal Records Bureau nearly collapsed at its launch has revealed that the government never properly looked into how the scheme would operate.   

A damning report from the National Audit Office reveals that the Home Office took the cheapest quote for the service and assumed, without evidence, that almost everyone applying for access to criminal records - to, for instance, vet people seeking professional jobs with children and vulnerable adults - would do so by phone or online.   

When nearly everybody applied by post, the service, which had not been designed to cope with such a load, collapsed leaving tens of thousands of people unable to start work because they had not gone through the vetting procedure.   

Today, the service is still not running at full capacity, and taxpayers will have to bail it out with pounds 68m before, financially, it breaks even next year.   

Edward Leigh, Tory chairman of the Commons public accounts committee, said yesterday: "The grim familiarity of this story, of the failings of a high-profile government IT project, should not diminish our anger that the Criminal Records Bureau service was appallingly planned and, in consequence, badly implemented. Wishful thinking seemed to lie behind the key assumption, unsupported by any solid market research, that up to 85% of applications for access to criminal records would be made by telephone or online.   

"The real world did not oblige, with over 80% of applications arriving in paper form, and some half of those riddled with error. Data input systems could not cope, causing huge backlogs of checks on criminal records."   

The audit office found that the Home Office had an early warning that the project could go wrong. Officials received three bids to run the service - from Capita, E-cres and PricewaterhouseCoopers, under a public private partnership scheme. The Capita bid was by far the cheapest, which should have alerted officials.   

In addition, E-cres warned the government that it did not believe it was technologically feasible to launch the service within the 12-month deadline; and PricewaterhouseCoopers thought only half the number that Capita predicted would opt for online and telephone applications.   

The Home Office ignored the warnings and went ahead with the scheme, with the aim of introducing it a year later, in 2001. But it was unable to meet this deadline and had to delay the start until March 2002. The scheme was launched without any market research - and the system was brought to a halt by the time teachers were being recruited for work in schools the following September. Because of this, the scope of the vetting procedures had to be curtailed, and extensions to the service were postponed. Checks on social and healthcare workers, which were due to start at the end of last March, were postponed until October.   

In addition, new checks against the Department of Health's list of unsuitable people working with vulnerable, elderly people in care homes, have been postponed until June. There are also stumbling blocks in retrieving information on people, including data from Customs and Excise, and the British Transport police.   

Under a revised deal most people are now being vetted on time, but charges for the service have had to rise from pounds 12 and free vetting for volunteers, to pounds 28 for a standard disclosure and pounds 33 for an advanced disclosure.   

The Home Office minister Hazel Blears yesterday welcomed the report, and said: "We have always acknowledged that the CRB's initial performance was unacceptable. As the NAO have said, as soon as the initial operating difficulties were identified, the board and Capita initiated a service improvement plan, recruiting extra staff to increase performance and capacity.   

"We commissioned an independent review of the board's operations. The situation . . . has been transformed. Since June 2003, the board has issued 93% of standard and enhanced disclosures within two and four weeks respectively. It now processes over 50,000 disclosure applications a week - over twice as many as under the previous system.   

"The backlog of applications outstanding for over six weeks has been eliminated and the disclosure service has been extended to existing staff working in care homes and domiciliary agencies."   

'Wishful thinking' led to criminal screening chaos   

Richard Ford, Home Correspondent   
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THE new organisation providing criminal checks on people working with children and the elderly was set up on the basis of wishful thinking, according to the spending watchdog.   

Officials pressed ahead with the Criminal Records Bureau (CRB) in spite of serious worries about whether it was ready because they feared bad publicity if there was a further delay, a report by the National Audit Office says. Within weeks the Merseyside-based bureau was unable to cope.   

In a further move, Sir John Bourn, the Comptroller and Auditor-General, has been unable to say that the accounts are a true reflection of the bureau's finances.   

The audit office report, published today, discloses that the bureau is unable to get access to information held on people by the Customs and Excise and the British Transport Police. Nor can the agency get access to information on foreign applicants or check the criminal history of Britons who have lived abroad.   

Even though fees have been raised from Pounds 12 to Pounds 28 or Pounds 33, the bureau will not break even until 2005-06, the audit office document said. The spending watchdog revealed that the bureau was costing the taxpayer an extra Pounds 68.2 million because the service will break even a year later.   

The company hired to run the agency, Capita, has been fined Pounds 3.69 million for failing to meet parts of its agreement, but had been paid over Pounds 23 million up to January 2003.   

Edward Leigh, chairman of the Commons Public Accounts Committee, said that the bureau had been "appallingly planned" and "badly implemented". He said: "Wishful thinking seemed to lie behind the assumption that up to 85 per cent of applications for access to criminal records would be made by telephone or online.   

The real world did not oblige, with over 80 per cent of applications arriving in paper form and some half of those riddled with error. Data input systems could not cope, causing huge backlogs."   

Mr Leigh said that the bureau, run by the Passport Agency and Capita, had failed to translate policy aims into workable plans, and that "they both started blaming each other."   

Hazel Blears, the Police Minister, said: "Since September 2002 the situation at the CRB has been transformed. It now processes over 50,000 disclosure applications per week."   

(c) Times Newspapers Ltd, 2004    
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THE Criminal Records Bureau has had its accounts qualified for making pounds 1.55m of "irregular payments" to police forces. Sir John Bourn, head of the National Audit Office, will reveal today that he found serious accounting irregularities at the bureau, which is responsible for giving employers information on potential employees' criminal records. His 2002-03 accounts qualification will be disclosed alongside the NAO's critical report into setting up the bureau, where delays and problems with contractor Capita have left the taxpayer with an extra pounds 68.2m bill. The bureau was not launched until March 2002, six months later than planned. However, local police forces had recruited staff for an autumn 2001 start date. "Police forces were therefore staffed up to higher levels than was needed initially to meet the volume of work," Sir John found.   

 "As a result, the bureau decided to pay police forces actual costs until February 2003 to preserve their staffing capacity" for when volumes of applications began to match expected demand. He said: "This decision was taken without legal advice and without seeking to change the relevant legislation. Those costs paid in excess of the transaction fees set out in statute are therefore irregular and I have accordingly qualified my opinion." In addition to these pounds 1.55m of payments, which the police forces will not have to repay, Sir John found "inaccurate records of income and debtors" and that invoices had been sent to organisations, such as voluntary bodies, for which the service was free. "The bureau failed to ensure that there were adequate controls over debt management to allow payments received from organisations to be matched to individual disclosure applications." The upshot was that fee income of pounds 16.7m and gross debtor position of pounds 7.99m "could both be overstated by up to pounds 685,860". "I have therefore also qualified my opinion on the grounds that proper accounting records were not maintained." He said the bureau planned to strengthen its financial systems, adding: "I shall examine the extent to which they have succeeded when I audit the accounts for 2003-04." The NAO report criticises Capita, which is not responsible for the accounts, for "giving assurances that they could meet the timescale". When it failed, some schools were prevented from opening because of delays vetting staff. Capita's bid was "much lower" than competitors'. The report also finds initial problems with the relationship between the executive agency of the Home Office and Capita, which are jointly responsible for the bureau. "Matters were complicated by the lack of single operational ownership of the whole process," the report says.   

Missing files `hinder fight against crime'   

By Philip JohnstonHome Affairs Editor   
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SERIOUS gaps in the information available to the Criminal Records Bureau are exposed today following an investigation by spending watchdogs. The bureau in England and Wales has no access to intelligence held by British Transport Police or Customs and Excise, nor can it tap into foreign data. The National Audit Office report says that drug smugglers and importers of pornography could slip through the net. "It [the bureau] cannot check the criminal history of foreign applicants nor can it check criminal history during periods which British applicants may have spent abroad," says the NAO. "The Amateur Swimming Association and other sports organisations are concerned about the number of sports coaches working internationally who cannot be checked." Edward Leigh, the chairman of the Commons public accounts committee, said: "I am particularly concerned that there is no way that the bureau can gain access to possibly vital information held by Customs and the British Transport Police.   

 "This must be remedied without delay." He criticised assumptions made by the bureau when it was set up four years ago, including the belief that 85 per cent of applications for checks would be made by telephone. "The real world did not oblige, with over 80 per cent of applications arriving in paper form and some half of those riddled with error," he said. The backlog in processing checks on teachers and carers is still being cleared and the NAO questioned whether the agency had helped reduce crimes against children and vulnerable adults. Hazel Blears, the Home Office minister, said: "The agency remains a vital part of the Government's work to provide better protection for children and vulnerable adults."   

Records bureau fiasco damned by watchdog condemns.  

David Hencke Westminster correspondent   
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Home Office 'feckless' over vetting plan. Home Office accepted cheapest bid without research. Lack of research hit new Criminal Records Bureau backlogs. An official investigation into why the new Criminal Records Bureau nearly collapsed at its launch has revealed that the government never properly looked into how the scheme would operate.  

A damning report from the National Audit Office reveals that the Home Office took the cheapest quote for the service and assumed, without evidence, that almost everyone applying for access to criminal records - to, for instance, vet people seeking professional jobs with children and vulnerable adults - would do so by phone or online.  

When nearly everybody applied by post, the service, which had not been designed to cope with such a load, collapsed leaving tens of thousands of people unable to start work because they had not gone through the vetting procedure.   

Today, the service is still not running at full capacity, and taxpayers will have to bail it out with pounds 68m before, financially, it breaks even next year.   

Edward Leigh, Tory chairman of the Commons public accounts committee, said yesterday: "The grim familiarity of this story, of the failings of a high-profile government IT project, should not diminish our anger that the Criminal Records Bureau service was appallingly planned and, in consequence, badly implemented. Wishful thinking seemed to lie behind the key assumption, unsupported by any solid market research, that up to 85% of applications for access to criminal records would be made by telephone or online.   

"The real world did not oblige, with over 80% of applications arriving in paper form, and some half of those riddled with error. Data input systems could not cope, causing huge backlogs of checks on criminal records."   

The audit office found that the Home Office had an early warning that the project could go wrong. Officials received three bids to run the service - from Capita, E-cres and PricewaterhouseCoopers, under a public private partnership scheme. The Capita bid was by far the cheapest, which should have alerted officials.   

In addition, E-cres warned the government that it did not believe it was technologically feasible to launch the service within the 12-month deadline; and PricewaterhouseCoopers thought only half the number that Capita predicted would opt for online and telephone applications.   

The Home Office ignored the warnings and went ahead with the scheme, with the aim of introducing it a year later, in 2001. But it was unable to meet this deadline and had to delay the start until March 2002. The scheme was launched without any market research - and the system was brought to a halt by the time teachers were being recruited for work in schools the following September. Because of this, the scope of the vetting procedures had to be curtailed, and extensions to the service were postponed. Checks on social and healthcare workers, which were due to start at the end of last March, were postponed until October.   

In addition, new checks against the Department of Health's list of unsuitable people working with vulnerable, elderly people in care homes, have been postponed until June. There are also stumbling blocks in retrieving information on people, including data from Customs and Excise, and the British Transport police.   

Under a revised deal most people are now being vetted on time, but charges for the service have had to rise from pounds 12 and free vetting for volunteers, to pounds 28 for a standard disclosure and pounds 33 for an advanced disclosure.   

The Home Office minister Hazel Blears yesterday welcomed the report, and said: "We have always acknowledged that the CRB's initial performance was unacceptable. As the NAO have said, as soon as the initial operating difficulties were identified, the board and Capita initiated a service improvement plan, recruiting extra staff to increase performance and capacity.   

"We commissioned an independent review of the board's operations. The situation . . . has been transformed. Since June 2003, the board has issued 93% of standard and enhanced disclosures within two and four weeks respectively. It now processes over 50,000 disclosure applications a week - over twice as many as under the previous system.   

"The backlog of applications outstanding for over six weeks has been eliminated and the disclosure service has been extended to existing staff working in care homes and domiciliary agencies."   
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The private firm running the Criminal Records Bureau has been paid Pounds 3.6 million by the Government to settle the bill for an overload of paper applications for background checks. Capita's inability to cope with tens of thousands of postal applications caused a massive backlog before the autumn term of 2002.   

(c) Times Newspapers Ltd, 2004    
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* Having waited months for Criminal Records Bureau clearance for a job, I rang to ask about the delay. I was told it might be because I use Ms, a title I have used for decades, because "we assume that anyone using Ms has been married and used a different name". And there was I thinking it was simply the equivalent of Mr.  

Marion Hunt  

Manchester  

Ready for the close up   

Jake Jackson Marion Hunt Adam Liddell   
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Edinburgh   

* Being an "assistant scoring engineer" on more than 75 films, I would love to meet and set-up the cast - the closest we get is to see them on the screen (Call the data wrangler, G2, January 14)   

Jake Jackson   

London   

* Having waited months for Criminal Records Bureau clearance for a job, I rang to ask about the delay. I was told it might be because I use Ms, a title I have used for decades, because "we assume that anyone using Ms has been married and used a different name". And there was I thinking it was simply the equivalent of Mr.   

Marion Hunt   

Manchester   

* Because I had strong feelings on the subject, my children used forenames for both parents (Mummy? Or is it Sue? G2, January 14). Now that they are grown up, my son calls me father and my daughters call me papa.   

Dr JB Post   

Axbridge, Somerset   

* The camellia in my garden, normally in full bloom on Christmas day, has just started flowering (Letters, January 14). Global cooling?   

Adam Liddell   

Data Act needs overhaul;Police   
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"IS IT time to scrap the Data Protection Act 1998 and start again?" asks an editorial in Community Care (January 8).   

News that the Government is to launch an inquiry into how information on the convicted killer Ian Huntley was kept and used by the police prompts the journal to highlight flaws in the Act.   

Community Care says attempts by Humberside Police to use the Act to shield itself from criticism demonstrates "a badly worded, ill-conceived piece of legislation, which leaves too much to the discretion of individual authorities".   

David Walker, writing in Public Finance (January 9) says that initiatives such as the child-registration project and compulsory ID cards add to the need for a review. The Home Office argues that its new protocols for sharing intelligence between police forces are improving data handling.   

In an interview with Government Computing (January 2004), however, Vince Gaskell, the Criminal Records Bureau chief executive, suggests that another increase in the charge for criminal checks may be in the pipeline.   

The journal also reports that the Department for Constitutional Affairs has delayed publication of its guarantee on data-sharing across the public sector due to opposing and contradictory views.   

(c) Times Newspapers Ltd, 2004    

Fears over cost of vetting: Colleges say price rises by the Criminal Records Bureau could tempt some to cut corners, reports Peter Kingston   
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A steep rise in the cost of vetting job applicants for criminal records is hitting colleges hard and could tempt some to cut corners, the Association of Colleges (AoC) is warning. The average college is now estimated to pay the equivalent of a full-time lecturer's salary annually to the Criminal Records Bureau (CRB) for carrying out checks.   

Some are paying as much for the vetting of would-be staff as they are for background verifications on students sent out on work placements with children and vulnerable adults in care homes. And they say the increasing numbers of 14- to 16-year-olds they are taking in is adding to this burden.   

Colleges claim there should be no charge for vetting students going on placements that are compulsory parts of their courses, and they should be treated as volunteers, for whom the CRB doesn't charge.   

But the CRB, which is run as a public-private partnership between the home office and the company Capita, contends that the students don't qual ify as volunteers because the work experience is part of their education.   

"The average college is now paying about pounds 24,000 or pounds 25,000 a year on Criminal Records Bureau checks," said Judy Bennington, the AoC's employment adviser. "Is it going to mean that they can only recruit x number of lecturers this year because they don't have enough money to go round? Or - heaven forbid - they're not going to do checks on all of them?"   

One head of personnel at a medium-sized college said it had applied for 700 "disclosures" about job applicants in the last 20 months.   

The Home Office says the CRB has had to put up its charges in order for it to become financially self-sufficient by 2005-06. "This is something we've always said since the CRB was established," said a spokesman. "The CRB was always supposed to become a self-financing agency. At the moment it gets a fairly hefty government subsidy."   

Although the CRB was established in April 2002, after the appointment of Ian Huntley, the school caretaker jailed last month for the Soham murders, it will come under the spotlight now being shone on vetting procedures.   

Since its rocky start - the launch of the new agency was six months late - and months of teething troubles, the CRB is acknowledged to have become efficient. It was fined pounds 1.8m last year for the fiasco of delayed checks on new teachers the previous autumn, which resulted in thousands of children being sent home from school. In colleges, it is suspected that this fine has contributed to the CRB's hike in prices, which have almost tripled in the 20 months in which it has been operating.   

When the CRB began, it charged pounds 12 for making "disclosures" and offered two types: standard and enhanced. The standard sort is primarily for positions that involve working with children or regular contact with vulnerable adults. It offers "details of all convictions on record (including 'spent' convictions), plus details of any cautions, reprimands or warnings" from the Police National Computer (PNC). For staff working with children, the standard disclosure also promises any information contained on the DfES's lists of people considered unsuitable for such positions.   

The enhanced disclosure involves an extra level of checking with local police force records, in addition to checks with the PNC and the government department lists held by the DfES where appropriate.   

In June last year the CRB's director, John O'Brien, said the fees would rise from a flat rate of pounds 12 to pounds 24 for the standard checks and pounds 29 for the enhanced checks. Now they are rising again to pounds 28 for standard and pounds 33 for enhanced. Ministers have also proposed that the 10,000 registered organisations that use the service, including companies and charities, pay an annual fee of pounds 300 to raise a further pounds 2.4m.   

"The increases are three times the rate of inflation," said Brian Mather, who represents colleges in the north-west of England on the AoC's personnel managers' network. "Whilst colleges support the reasoning behind and requirement for these checks, we are concerned about pressure on resources."   

The Home Office spokesman said it was "entirely fair that people who used the service should pay . . . the same principle applies in other services".   

When the CRB was launched, the Home Office contributed pounds 26.5m, the DfES pounds 4.2m, the Department of Health pounds 6m and the Treasury pounds 3.7m. In the current year the combined subsidy is pounds 18.8m. The intention is to cut that to pounds 8.1m next year, and zero the next.   

The average college pays up to pounds 25,000 a year on vetting, says the AoC   
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THE MUCH-CRITICISED company running London's congestion charge came under renewed pressure to perform yesterday when transport chiefs began the search for a replacement.   

Transport for London (TfL) is warning Capita that part of its contract will be handed to another company unless targets for improvement are met.   

While TfL was at pains to reassure Capita about its present performance yesterday, there have been deep misgivings about Capita's competence since the £5 levy was introduced on 17 February. The company was failing to catch drivers who evaded the charge and was fining people who had not driven through the congestion zone in central London. People also found it difficult to get through to call centres.   

Senior officials at TfL issued a legal document setting out the functions of a replacement contractor which would collect fines from motorists.   

The advertisement, sent out under European legislation on competition, also says that any new contractor could be asked to run the operation in new congestion charge areas. TfL is consulting on a westward extension of the present zone.   

Capita issues between 160,000 and 250,000 penalty charge notices a month. Between 10 per cent and 15 per cent are queried by the motorist, but only between one and two per cent of the penalties go through the appeals process.   

In October, Capita was fined £1m for its poor performance in delivering equipment and dealing with drivers. The mayor, Ken Livingstone, came close to sacking Capita, describing the company's customer relations as "completely unacceptable". Since then a new contracting regime has been imposed involving penalties for incompetence. As part of the new regime, Mr Livingstone gave Capita an extra £31m to help it iron out problems in the management of the charge.   

The controversial decision followed an audit by the accountants Deloitte & Touche which concluded that Capita could not make money from the £280m contract because fewer motorists than expected were paying the charge.   

Some £3.5m of the extra taxpayers' money received by Capita was spent on improving computer systems which critics believed should have been paid for by the company.   

Capita has come under fire elsewhere for mishandling other public service contracts including at the Criminal Records Bureau.   

A spokesman for TfL said it was "good and prudent management" to ensure that there was a contingency plan to enforce the charge. But there was no intention to end Capita's contract because its "current and emerging" performance was meeting expectations.   

Capita said TfL was responding to political pressure from the Greater London Assembly. But it said it was normal procedure for the organisation to put in place contingency arrangements for other contracts. The mayor had recently praised the company for its "dramatically" improved performance.   

The assembly's budget committee has criticised Mr Livingstone for handing over the extra £31m to Capita.    
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It is right to look critically at the interpretation of the Data Protection Act by Humberside Constabulary. I feel that there are immediate and highly effective actions which can already be implemented, if not in use already, by social services departments. I have been in social work for more than 30 years and despair at how professional agencies fail to protect children.   

Employment checks need to include reference to social services records - that is still not done routinely. The Criminal Records Bureau checks are inadequate without this.   

Social services records of child protection investigations undertaken under section 47 of the Children Act 1989 should be retained for at least seven years - and probably longer. That should also be the standard for police records. Had those simple measures been in place, Holly and Jessica would be alive today.   

Philip Measures   

Uttoxeter   
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The home secretary, David Blunkett, yesterday ordered a review of the Data Protection Act after two cases within a week in which the way the legislation was interpreted appears to have had fatal consequences.  

The review was revealed by George Howarth, the former Home Office minister who brought in the data law, who said he did not know if problems in the way the act was being applied were down to poor drafting or "over-zealous interpretation".  

The move to rethink the guidelines comes in the wake of the deaths of a couple aged in their 80s who were cut off by British Gas. Officials thought they would breach data protection laws if they ifformed social services.  

The deaths - which emerged only days after Humberside police were criticised for destroying vital information on child killer Ian Huntley for similar reasons - led to savage criticism of the interpretation of the law from former government ministers, the Tories and welfare organisations.  

Mr Howarth said the legislation "was never intended to protect people in the circumstances that arose last week over the Soham murders. It certainly was never intended that people should end up dying as a result of companies cutting off their energy supplies".  

Power companies will be asked to sign up to tough new guidelines after Christmas to prevent further tragedies.  

George Bates, 89, and his 86-year old wife Gertrude were found dead in October in the south London house they had shared for 64 years. A few weeks earlier their gas supply had been cut off due to non-payment of a pounds 140 bill.  

Harry Metcalfe, general manager of communications at British Gas, told an inquest into their deaths that 10 attempts were made to contact the couple before the supply was switched off. But he claimed that since the introduction of the Data Protection Act, British Gas was prohibited from passing information to social services as they were not allowed to disclose informa tion on debt without the customer's consent.  

Age Concern yesterday called for a review of the act. Lady Greengross, the charity's vice- president in England, told the BBC Radio 4 Today programme: "It looks as though we are protecting data at the expense of people. This is something we cannot allow to remain with us."  

The Metropolitan Police and the Association of Chief Police Officers, which represents chief constables, are fighting the Information Commission - the body charged with issuing guidance on the act - to prevent the deletion of more information held on police records. A statement from Acpo said the information commission "has recently taken preliminary enforcement action against two police forces over retention of conviction data, including for example offences of assault occasioning bodily harm. We are concerned that deletion of such data would significantly undermine the ability of the Criminal Records Bureau to help employers safeguard the interests of children in particular".  

The Metropolitan Police commissioner, Sir John Stevens, said public interest must be paramount, adding: "My own views are quite simple in relation to the act: we should push it to the nth degree, and we should use common sense."  

Alan Duncan, the Tory home affairs spokesman, blamed "gesture politics" and "bad law" not properly scrutinised by parliament for not making it clear who should be responsible for passing on information in such cases.  

The former Home Office minister, Michael Wills, said he had expressed concerns that not enough was being done to inform organisations outside Whitehall about what they could release under the act in specific circumstances.  

Both the Information Commission and Ofgem, the power company regulator, admitted yesterday that no guidance existed to advise the power industry on how to intepret the act. Both will work together to produce new guidelines.  
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URGENT moves are being made after the Soham murder trial to close loopholes which allow school caretakers to be appointed without detailed background checks. The law currently states that caretakers, cooks, cleaners and other staff in schools and children's homes not directly responsible for child care do not have to undergo "enhanced disclosure" - checks that reveal police intelligence in addition to previous convictions. The Daily Telegraph has learned that far from encouraging such detailed checking, the present policy of the Criminal Records Bureau is to reprimand employers who seek enhanced disclosure on ancillary staff. A Home Office consultation paper, issued this month, aims to tighten the regulations by making caretakers, cooks and cleaners eligible for enhanced disclosure - the highest level of background checking available. Under the proposals, however, the checks will not be compulsory.   

 Head teachers and other employers will retain the discretion to seek a lesser level of checking if they consider it adequate. The proposed reforms represent a major change of attitude for the CRB which earlier this year was ordering employers not to seek time-consuming checks on staff not directly involved in caring for children. David Ayers, who runs 20 children's homes, said he received "a severe rap over the knuckles" from the CRB in July for asking for enhanced disclosure on ancillary staff. "They took the view that only residential social workers should have enhanced checks," said Mr Ayers, who seeks around 30 CRB checks on new staff each month. "I was told that if I kept seeking enhanced disclosure on cooks and cleaners then I would face severe consequences. "But I need to know everything about the staff I employ. The children in our homes are among the most damaged and troubled young people in society - some of them have been incredibly badly abused. "None of these children can afford any other kind of bad experience in their lives and we cannot take any risks about the people we employ." Mr Ayers, a senior member of the Association of Independent Childcare Providers, said he felt the CRB's emphasis was on the rehabilitation of offenders rather than child protection. Ray Wyre, a sexual crimes consultant, said that the present system did not encourage detailed checking. The vetting system is currently governed by the Police Act 1997 which states that enhanced checks are designed for employees regularly involved in "caring for, training, supervising or being in sole charge of persons under 18". The proposed new regulations outline a list of occupations where enhanced disclosure will be automatically required and attempt to clarify the circumstances in which such checks would be appropriate. The proposals, circulated to care homes and education authorities, specify that "all ancillary staff employed in residential care settings for children" will be eligible for the advanced check. They also specify for the first time that teaching assistants and school caretakers can be checked at the higher level. Ian Huntley, 29, jailed for life last week for the murders of Holly Wells and Jessica Chapman, was a caretaker at Soham Village College. He was employed before the establishment of the CRB but was subjected to a detailed background assessment under the police checking system. Those tests failed, however, to reveal that Huntley had been arrested and questioned over a string of sexual offences. The Home Office has established an inquiry into the failures of the vetting system at the time. It is expected to concentrate on errors made by Humberside Police in deleting intelligence files on Huntley.   
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The home secretary, David Blunkett, yesterday ordered a review of the Data Protection Act after two cases within a week in which the way the legislation was interpreted appears to have had fatal consequences.   

The review was revealed by George Howarth, the former Home Office minister who brought in the data law, who said he did not know if problems in the way the act was being applied were down to poor drafting or "over-zealous interpretation".   

The move to rethink the guidelines comes in the wake of the deaths of a couple aged in their 80s who were cut off by British Gas. Officials thought they would breach data protection laws if they ifformed social services.   

The deaths - which emerged only days after Humberside police were criticised for destroying vital information on child killer Ian Huntley for similar reasons - led to savage criticism of the interpretation of the law from former government ministers, the Tories and welfare organisations.   

Mr Howarth said the legislation "was never intended to protect people in the circumstances that arose last week over the Soham murders. It certainly was never intended that people should end up dying as a result of companies cutting off their energy supplies".   

Power companies will be asked to sign up to tough new guidelines after Christmas to prevent further tragedies.   

George Bates, 89, and his 86-year old wife Gertrude were found dead in October in the south London house they had shared for 64 years. A few weeks earlier their gas supply had been cut off due to non-payment of a pounds 140 bill.   

Harry Metcalfe, general manager of communications at British Gas, told an inquest into their deaths that 10 attempts were made to contact the couple before the supply was switched off. But he claimed that since the introduction of the Data Protection Act, British Gas was prohibited from passing information to social services as they were not allowed to disclose informa tion on debt without the customer's consent.   

Age Concern yesterday called for a review of the act. Lady Greengross, the charity's vice- president in England, told the BBC Radio 4 Today programme: "It looks as though we are protecting data at the expense of people. This is something we cannot allow to remain with us."   

The Metropolitan Police and the Association of Chief Police Officers, which represents chief constables, are fighting the Information Commission - the body charged with issuing guidance on the act - to prevent the deletion of more information held on police records. A statement from Acpo said the information commission "has recently taken preliminary enforcement action against two police forces over retention of conviction data, including for example offences of assault occasioning bodily harm. We are concerned that deletion of such data would significantly undermine the ability of the Criminal Records Bureau to help employers safeguard the interests of children in particular".   

The Metropolitan Police commissioner, Sir John Stevens, said public interest must be paramount, adding: "My own views are quite simple in relation to the act: we should push it to the nth degree, and we should use common sense."   

Alan Duncan, the Tory home affairs spokesman, blamed "gesture politics" and "bad law" not properly scrutinised by parliament for not making it clear who should be responsible for passing on information in such cases.   

The former Home Office minister, Michael Wills, said he had expressed concerns that not enough was being done to inform organisations outside Whitehall about what they could release under the act in specific circumstances.   

Both the Information Commission and Ofgem, the power company regulator, admitted yesterday that no guidance existed to advise the power industry on how to intepret the act. Both will work together to produce new guidelines.   
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From Mr Russell Vallance   

Sir, The Soham tragedy (letters, December 19 and 20) highlights apparent failures in the current system of vetting people who deal with children professionally.   

As a charity director and a school governor I am very conscious of the resources which schools and charities are forced to pour into this system. Thousands of organisations have had to register to receive information from the Criminal Records Bureau, and now the fees for CRB checks on staff and volunteers are to rise for the second time in one year (report, December 2), costing those organisations millions of pounds.   

However, all this will provide is information on legal proceedings and criminal convictions. To those of us who are responsible for the appointment of staff and volunteers to deal with children, this is inadequate. What those making appointments need is confidential information on conduct, patterns of behaviour and medical problems which might be relevant to an appointment. The Department for Education and Skills List 99 system provides us with just that information for teachers. An improvement and expansion of List 99 to non-teachers would be a more effective use of resources than the current attempt at mass certification of all people who work with children.   

Above all, it might give us a system that would help to protect children rather than the current exercise, which, though well intentioned, is seen by many of us as a pointless paperchase.   

Yours faithfully, RUSSELL VALLANCE, 10 Elephant Lane, Rotherhithe, SE16 4JD.   

December 20.   

(c) Times Newspapers Ltd, 2003    
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THE company responsible for making checks on people working with children has been fined almost Pounds 2 million this year for its failings. The figure brings to Pounds 3.7million the fines imposed on Capita, which was responsible for the disastrous launch of the Merseyside-based Criminal Records Bureau last year.   

Hazel Blears, the Police Minister, revealed the figure in a written answer to Liberal Democrats. She said that Capita had been fined Pounds 1.92million since February for delays in producing record checks and for its poor performance.   

Paul Burstow, Liberal Democrat MP for Sutton and Cheam, said: "This news continues to show that things are not well in the Criminal Records Bureau. The project is continuing to be far more expensive than the Home Office anticipated. We see that in further increases in fees next year and the prospect of more increases in the future."   

This year the firm was fined almost Pounds 2million for its failings up to the end of January. The penalties then included Pounds 1.1million for Capita's failure to meet the three-week turn-around time in processing crucial criminal checks for teachers and others working closely with children and vulnerable adults. In addition, the Home Office has paid Capita Pounds 8million after making sudden changes to the terms of the contract.   

(c) Times Newspapers Ltd, 2003    
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POLICE are to be stripped of many of their powers over the collection of data on criminals following the serious failings in checks revealed in the Soham murder case.   

The reforms will ensure that the existence of 'soft intelligence', such as accusations of rape or child abuse, will be flagged up on the central Police National Computer along with convictions and cautions. New applicants for jobs working unsupervised with children could also be expected to give a fingerprint sample to be checked against the national fingerprint database.   

The controversial move will lead to a sharp reduction in police control over the records, which will pass to the Criminal Records Bureau, set up to vet backgrounds of people applying for new jobs.   

A report by Her Majesty's Inspector of Constabulary circulated to police forces in 2000 listed a high number of failings, including patchy training on the use of the Police National Computer and badly stored data.   

The report came three years before a breakdown in intelligence gathering allowed Ian Huntley, the caretaker convicted of killing Holly Wells and Jessica Chapman last week, to secure a job at the school which the two girls attended, despite a series of serious sexual allegations against him. Last night, it emerged that Lord Woolf, the Lord Chief Justice, has directed that Huntley must serve 50 years for the crime.   

Cambridgeshire police have revealed their frustration with their Humberside colleagues police who originally told them Huntley's record was 'clean'. It was later discovered that Humberside police, which covered the area where Huntley lived before moving to Cambridgeshire, were aware of a number of allegations of under-age sex and rape against him.   

In an interview with The Observer , Detective Chief Superintendent Chris Stevenson admitted that he could not explain why there had been such a breakdown in communications.   

Asked to give a reason for the inability of Humberside to provide the right records, he said: 'I can't.' He also revealed that the Home Office had intervened to promote an officer within Cambridgeshire Police because it was so concerned by the lack of senior staff within the force.   

Tom Lloyd, the county's Chief Constable, was on holiday at the time of the murders in August 2002 and did not return until several days after the girls had gone missing.   

The latest Criminal Justice Act gives Home Secretary David Blunkett new powers to decide what information is contained in the highest level 'enhanced' checks for the most sensitive jobs.   

Ministers have realised that the current system of checks would not have prevented Huntley from getting the job in Soham because it relied too heavily on the discretion of individual police forces about the level of 'soft' information to disclose. In the Soham case, Humberside Police failed to pass on allegations against Huntley in Grimsby when he applied for a job in Cambridgeshire. Under the new system, the information that such allegations exist would be held centrally.   

But civil liberties organisations are concerned that there could be serious implications for personal privacy if staff at the Criminal Records Bureau, which is run by the private company Capita, are given access to such information. A spokesman for Liberty said: 'We have no problem with allegations being passed to a third party where child protection is an issue.   

'But we must recognise that there are are also thousands of unfounded allegations. Given the record of Capita, there are serious concerns about the ability of private companies to manage this information.'   

Continued on page 2   
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MEMORIES OF THE Soham murders seem especially bitter in the days before Christmas. The crime that robbed the parents of Holly Wells and Jessica Chapman of their daughters was both unthinkable and preventable, and the systemic faults that allowed Ian Huntley to work with children must be eradicated. But first the caveat. The terrible events at Soham are not a signal of a nation descending from a golden age of childhood into moral degeneracy. Nor do they indicate that children are at great risk from malign outsiders.   

Six children are abducted by strangers every year, in comparison with the one or two a week who are murdered by a relative or friend in their own homes. Recent figures from Sussex police show that, in a three-month period in 2000, forces in England and Wales dealt with 492 cases, more than three a week, in which children under 10 had been killed or seriously injured by their parents. The conviction rate was 27 per cent, as opposed to 90 per cent for murder by a stranger.   

The singularity of the Soham killings should militate against kneejerk solutions, undertaken in the wish that such a crime should never happen again. Even so, the need for reform is urgent. The lapses that allowed the nine accusations of rape or sexual assault - five of them involving underage girls, one as young as 11 - to disappear from Ian Huntley's record were due not to a loophole in the law but a failure in its application. Contrary to the claim by the Chief Constable of Humberside, the 1984 Data Protection Act does not oblige the deletion of untested charges.   

Even allowing for a need to clarify the Act, neither Humberside nor Cambridgeshire police emerge with credit. The Criminal Records Bureau, set up since Huntley was vetted for his caretaker's job, depends on local forces being systematic in logging intelligence on the police national computer. The 280 analysts hired by the Home Office will need to help improve the performance of police forces. The Home Secretary, as we report today, would prefer a more centralised system. But we already have a national criminal intelligence service and a national crime squad. Local policing, with its specialist knowledge, remains the preferable model, as long as internal rigour and outside scrutiny prevent slipshod systems.   

It is vital, too, that a careful balance between privacy and disclosure is maintained, so that men do not have their careers and lives ruined by malicious complaints. Huntley was never in that position. The real question is why none of the grave complaints against him, all reported to police or social services, ever reached court. One problem is a justice system that fails young people, both complainants and defendants. Our daunting, adversarial process deters children who cannot face the ordeal. Keeping the same burden of proof but sparing them the torment of a trial designed to wring the truth from adults is regarded as a basic human right elsewhere in Europe. We should follow that example forthwith.   

In condemning the flaws that allowed Huntley to prey, unchecked, on children, it is proper, too, to praise others involved in the justice process: Mr Justice Moses, for his measured assessment of both Huntley and Maxine Carr; the jury, whose verdicts reflected careful deliberation and fairness; the public, free of lynch-mob tendencies, and the parents of Holly and Jessica, who behaved throughout with exemplary and extraordinary dignity. But the equity of the trial should not eclipse a scandalous double failure - of bureaucracy and of a justice system still primed to protect abusers above children. In the wake of Soham, it is possible, and mandatory, to remedy both defects.   
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AS A PRIVATE CITIZEN , you can know more than it was possible to know before. If you are clever, you can follow the latest debates on quantum physics on the web rather than at an elite university. If you are stupid, you can immerse yourself in conspiracy theories you would never have encountered unless you had accidentally wandered into to a meeting of crackpots in a dingy hall. One of the morals of Yellow Dog , Martin Amis's grim comedy about pornography, is that men can find perversions on the net they never knew they had; that they can discover sides to their characters they might once have gone to their graves without knowing.   

The ability of the state to acquire knowledge dwarfs that of the individual. It seems to have every advantage. It can monitor emails, track movements through mobile-phone and credit-card records, receive the names of men who have logged on to paedophile websites, collect footage from CCTV cameras, cross-refer information in scattered data bases, tap phones and open letters. It ought to be feared and respected. But the state's apparent power is also a curse which accelerates the decline in deference to authority.   

There may have been a time when David Westwood, the (soon to be ex-) Chief Constable of Humberside, might have got away with blurting out during one of his hopeless media performances: 'But I didn't want them dead. My officers didn't mean them any harm. We didn't kill them, Ian Huntley killed them. Why are we being blamed?'   

That line can't work anymore. Although it's been a bit of a joke to watch the same newspapers which wail about the 'blame game' and the 'compensation culture' search for people in authority to blame and sue for someone else's crime, they're doing no more than reflect what their readers think and the paradox of an incompetent authoritarianism.   

The public has watched uncomplainingly as Tory and New Labour governments have given the police nearly everything they wanted. On paper, Britain can look like a country under martial law. With their enhanced powers, the police or social services or mental health workers generally do know something about a murderer before he strikes. But knowledge doesn't always bring power. The catch, the reason why the draconian measures on the statute books don't give Britain an effective police force, is that once you get beneath all the press releases and gestures from Home Secretaries and Prime Ministers the criminal justice system is as decrepit as many other public services. It has been fragmented by privatisation and twisted every which way by targets and 'eye-catching' anti-crime initiatives, as Tony Blair once called them. The money his Government has pumped into law and order has been wasted on the enormous cost of coping with a prison population which has gone from 46,800 in 1992 when Blair and Michael Howard were preparing to begin their anti-crime arms race, to 73,900 today. While many are happy to see the incarceration of people who shouldn't be in jail and should be let out, the system hasn't the resources to investigate people who should be sent to jail and should never be let out.   

The voters, meanwhile, are promised that authoritarian measures will protect them. They can be forgiven for pointing the finger at the police rather than criminals when the promised protection proves to be illusory and a state which knew, but did nothing.   

I imagine that most people have read all they can take about Soham by now. The only point that hasn't been rubbed home is that even if Humberside hadn't deleted reports of the rape and underage sex allegations against Huntley, the criminal records department wasn't a slick and omniscient fact-checking machine. It consisted of a couple of underpaid female clerks who were overwhelmed by having to deal with about 100 requests for background information a day.   

A CRIMINAL JUST as terrible as Huntley was Anthony Hardy, 'the Camden Ripper', a deranged misogynist who murdered at least three women and possibly five others. Several he photographed in pornographic poses after he had killed them, and then hacked their bodies to pieces and dumped them in wheelie bins.   

Unsurprisingly in a society awash with information, police and psychiatrists knew plenty about him before he was convicted. A lay appeal panel allowed him out of a mental hospital even though psychiatrists had marked him down as a threat to women. You can't blame the police for the panel's decision. Any police officer who consulted the criminal records would have deplored what the panel had done. He would have seen that Hardy had stalked an ex-wife he had beaten up before they divorced and had been arrested for raping a prostitute. They would have noted that a woman's body had been found in his flat, although at the time her death had been put down to natural causes.   

How often the police did consult the files was questioned after Hardy was convicted last month. Frances Mayhew, a theatre administrator, told the Mail that Hardy had called her in the middle of his killing spree to say he had found a handbag she had lost in a bar. She was welcome to pop round to his flat and pick it up. Ms Mayhew phoned Camden police to check if it was safe to visit him. Perfectly safe, she was told. When he opened the door, she saw a slob with tracksuit trousers hanging down his backside and 'black crosses [and] really odd pictures of human anatomy on the walls'. She fled. She received letters from him at home and work. She called the police again and was told that 'the letters were not serious enough for them to check out'. She believes that two women's lives would have been saved if the police had taken her seriously.   

The Metropolitan Police inquiry is still going on. Perhaps it will find that Camden police did check the file and found nothing to incriminate Hardy. For nowhere is the gap between the promised security of the knowledge economy and shambolic reality of the criminal justice system greater than in the upkeep of criminal records. You might have thought it would be relatively easy, what with the information revolution and all that, to transfer records to a database. Detectives could then call up the histories of suspects with a press of a key and employers could weed out paedophiles who want to work with children.   

But a 1999 internal audit by the Metropolitan Police found that 80 per cent of its records on the Police National Computer contained errors. Her Majesty's Inspectorate of Constabulary found that the error rate varied between 16 per cent and 65 per cent in the other forces in England and Wales. A second Met survey last year found that in 0 per cent of cases - that is, in no cases whatsoever - was information about a conviction put on the Police National Computer within 28 days. While the police struggled to maintain elementary data banks, the task of unmasking potential child abusers at the new Criminal Records Bureau was given to Capita, a doltish private company Whitehall allows to cruise round the public sector smashing-up basic services. The stories about schools being kept closed because Capita couldn't vet teachers in time for the start of term followed.   

When chief constables and politicians promise to cut red tape and get bobbies on the beat what they mean is that they will cut basic record keeping and deny bobbies on the beat information which might lead them to suspects.   

To be fair, the Government has been trying to clean-up criminal records for two years. But even now, the National Association of Probation Officers can call its members in any big court and come up with horror stories. In one south London court picked at random this year it uncovered a wife beater whose previous conviction for incest wasn't given to the judge and a serial attacker of women whose previous sex crimes weren't on his record.   

I assume that even the combined forces of Capita, the Home Office and the police can't indefinitely postpone the day when a criminal records system can be made to work, and that would be progress. It would also be a help if sex crimes, particularly those of men like Huntley, who sleep with underage girls, were investigated robustly. The papers last week were filled with girls from Grimsby who had illegal sex with Huntley. None could be persuaded to press charges. Some didn't want to because they didn't trust the authorities. Others because they liked him. As the deleting of Huntley's records shows, the police weren't that bothered either way and let Huntley gain the impression that he could interfere with girls with impunity.   

The experience of tackling racial crime shows that what works isn't the eye-catching initiatives of the restless state, but officers who are determined to prosecute and don't accept excuses for failure. As with hatred of blacks, so with hatred of women.   

Best of Nick Cohen   www.observer.co.uk/comment
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Pressure increases on chief constable who failed to pass on information about Huntley  

The pressure on David Westwood, the chief constable of Humberside police, which failed to pass on vital intelligence about Ian Huntley, increased dramatically today as it emerged that his force is officially judged to be failing.  

An interim report prepared by Her Majesty's Inspectorate of Constabulary after a detailed assessment of the force in September contains a number of damning criticisms, The Independent on Sunday has learnt.  

Significantly, HMIC included a critique of the force's "leadership and direction" in its report, seen by ministers.  

Mr Westwood, 55, has emerged as a likely casualty of the Soham case after it emerged that he oversaw a policy of deleting allegations after just one month from electronic police records.  

The procedure, which he insists was necessary to comply with the Data Protection Act, meant that details of four allegations of rape and three of sex with under-age girls against Huntley were not passed to Cambridgeshire police when he was vetted for the job as caretaker at Soham Village College.  

David Blunkett, the Home Secretary, ordered an inquiry into the "real concerns" about the vetting of Huntley immediately after his conviction for the murders of Jessica Chapman and Holly Wells on Wednesday. The inquiry is to be chaired by the former Whitehall mandarin Sir Michael Bichard.  

The timing of the inquiry, expected to report within a few months, could be fatal for Mr Westwood since it is set to coincide with the final HMIC "baseline assessment" of his force's performance, due out in early April.  

The Humberside force is to be re-inspected in January, but unless it finds dramatic improvements the HMIC report is likely to speed the chief constable's departure.  

Last night the Home Office and the force itself admitted that the initial inspection had found a number of significant problems. "The HMIC has identified a number of areas where there is room for improvement and is working with Humberside," a Home Office spokesman said.  

A spokesman for Humberside police admitted that it had been marked as a "poor performer". "We welcome any inspection that identifies areas for improvement," he said.  

Meanwhile, the Government is to renew a push for the introduction of national identity cards in an attempt to prevent another tragedy like the Soham murders.  

Ministers believe that the cards would prevent people such as Huntley from using alternative identities or aliases to conceal their violent and sexually deviant histories from potential employers.  

It is understood that the Bichard inquiry may examine the potential role of biometric intelligence, where iris scans and face recognition, for example, are used in combating serious crime.  

Hazel Blears, the police minister, gave a green light to Sir Michael to consider whether ID cards would improve vetting procedures in the Commons on Thursday.  

The Home Affairs Select Committee is to investigate whether biometric ID cards would have stopped Huntley evading justice for so long.  

Ministers are also planning to widen the powers of the Criminal Records Bureau to include checks on school support staff. CRB staff will also be granted direct access to the Police National Computer, which holds records on offenders, for the first time.  

Comment, Page 17.   
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ABOUT 900 background checks have still to be conducted on staff applying for jobs in Cambridgeshire schools. Education Personnel Management, the company that handled Ian Huntley's job application as caretaker at Soham Village College, admitted yesterday that there were still major problems in conducting criminal record checks. A Cambridgeshire county council spokesman said that the backlog of "around 900" checks was having a significant effect on the smooth running of schools in the county. Education Personnel Management said that delays in checks lodged with the Criminal Records Bureau related mainly to caretakers, cleaners and support staff rather than teachers. "With teachers it's not too bad because they have a fairly lengthy resignation period and that gives us time for checks to be carried out before the person actually takes up their appointment," a spokesman said.   

 "But with support staff it's more difficult - caretakers and cleaners are very often on a week's notice or something of that order and the turnaround from one job to another is much quicker." In Cambridgeshire, successful job applicants on whom checks have not been completed are allowed to begin work but are kept under close supervision until the background research has been completed. Names are also checked with the Department for Education and Skill's "List 99", which details all the people banned from working with children. "The check on List 99 can be done in a couple of days, but the criminal records checks take longer," the council spokesman said. "It can create quite a problem for schools." Education Personnel Management, based in Huntingdon, is used by Cambridgeshire and Peterborough education authorities, and by schools in more than 40 other local education authorities.   
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Police are criticised for failing to record criminal offences on forces `must do better' recording criminal offences.   

SOHAM Minister says officers are not logging court results within target time as Chief Constable of Humberside faces growing criticism   

MOST POLICE forces are taking too long to record criminal offences on a national database - an issue highlighted in the Soham double murder case - it was revealed yesterday.   

Hazel Blears, a Home Office minister, told MPs that many forces had to do "a lot better to reach the standards we are entitled to expect" in logging arrest and court records on to the Police National Computer.   

She made her comments after the release of figures showing that only 38 per cent of court verdicts in England, and 30 per cent of those in Wales, are recorded within the target time of seven days.   

Flaws in police record-keeping were at the heart of the Ian Huntley case. After his conviction for the murder of Holly Wells and Jessica Chapman it was disclosed that he had been investigated on nine occasions for alleged sex offences, including rape, and once for burglary. Humberside Police, led by Chief Constable David Westwood, have come under intense criticism for failing to properly record the burglary charge on the national system, or to keep files locally on the nine sex cases.   

The principal of Soham Village College has said he would not have offered Huntley a job as caretaker at the school if he had known the man had an outstanding burglary charge. Only convictions and cautions are recorded on the national computer system.   

In her statement in the House of Commons, Ms Blears told MPs that a year-long study of the performance by police forces, ending in April 2002, was "not encouraging".   

The unpublished follow-up report, details of which were revealed by Ms Blears yesterday, discovered that police were still missing their targets more than 19 months after the first report.   

Forces are supposed to get details of 90 per cent of court results into the National Police Computer system within seven days. But during November, only 38 per cent of cases in England and 30 per cent of cases in Wales were entered within the target time, with 80 per cent of cases recorded within 28 days.   

A target for 90 per cent of arrest and summons reports to be logged on to the computer system within 24 hours was also not met. In England 79 per cent of cases made the target and in Wales the figure was 76 per cent.   

The data is crucial in allowing the recently formed Criminal Records Bureau to check the background of people who apply for jobs with children. Police also use the information to identify patterns of criminal behaviour, arrest suspects, and target likely offenders.   

Ms Blears said: "Both the Inspectorate and the Home Secretary are clear that many police forces must do a lot better to reach the standards we are entitled to expect."   

She added: "We know the Criminal Records Bureau can only be as good as the data available to it. That's why our ongoing work with police forces to ensure that the Police National Computer is kept up to date is so important."   

Ms Blears also said lessons must be learnt from the Soham murders. The independent inquiry announced by David Blunkett into child protection procedures in Humberside and Cambridgeshire would last three to six months, she said.   

Under the checking system put in place since Huntley got the job of caretaker at Soham Village College, criminal allegations and other so-called "soft intelligence" is sent to the Criminal Records Bureau by police forces when they are asked to disclose what they know about someone applying to work with children.   

Senior Humberside officers said they had previously adopted a policy of "weeding" out records because they thought they were required to do so by the Data Protection Act. It is a policy which few specialists or other police forces follow.   

The decision on what to disclose remains with the chief constable of each individual force leading to an information lottery and fears that someone else like Huntley could slip through the net where a police force only provides basic information.   

Chris Fox, president of the Association of Chief Police Officers, said: "I'm afraid the Data Protection Act and data protection commissioners still leave this to the judgement of individual police forces. We still have this need to balance the rehabilitation of offenders and the damage to people by scurrilous allegations.   

"Teachers are subjected to scurrilous allegations for lots of reasons.   

"We can't just record this and blight their careers. We have to make a judgement."    

Soham Verdict: Vetting failures let caretaker slip through net: Checks Case exposes serious flaws in system checks  

Steven Morris  

863 words

Publication date: 18 December 2003

Source: The Guardian

Page: 4

© Copyright 2003.  The Guardian.  All rights reserved.  

The system for preventing people who pose a threat to children from getting jobs in schools faces overhaul after serious failings exposed by the Soham case.  

Even though Huntley had been accused of a string of sex offences in the past, checks made by police on him when he was appointed caretaker of village college failed to unearth these details.  

At the time Huntley got his job the vetting process was being changed and a new system is now in place. But police and Home Office sources accept that under the new system Huntley would probably still have slipped through the net as the system still relies on local forces to find and reveal "intelligence" material.  

Huntley applied for the post of residential site officer at Soham village college in October 2001 under the name he was then using, his mother's maiden name, Nixon. He did not try to disguise his identity and informed his future employers that he also used the name Huntley.  

The two names were passed on to the police. As was normal, Huntley began work before the check came back.  

Cambridgeshire police's criminal records bureau checked the would-be caretaker on the police national computer under the name Nixon. The civilian operator failed to check him under the name Huntley. Police admit this was an error and disciplinary proceedings against the operator could follow.  

A check under the name Huntley would have found that he had committed a burglary in 1995.  

However, the police computer would not have shown he was charged with rape in 1998. Such details are "weeded off" once the case against a suspect is dropped, Humberside police yesterday claimed.  

Nor would this check have thrown up any of the other accusations and reports made against Huntley which did not result in a charge. This sort of information is held locally in police "intelligence" systems.  

Cambridgeshire police say they sent a fax to Humberside asking them to check Huntley. They are confident - though have no proof - that they passed the names Nixon and Huntley on. The school was told there was "no trace" on Huntley; on the face of it, he had no convictions, had never been cautioned or bound over and there was no "intelligence" to warn of the danger he might pose.  

Humberside police say they have no way of knowing if Cambridgeshire police did ask them to check their intelligence systems, against either of Huntley's names. But the force admits that at the time of the check it had nothing on Huntley. It claims such details - held on paper rather than computer - were "weeded off" to comply with data protection laws. The force has now made changes to its "intelligence and vetting processes and weeding policies".  

David Smith, assistant information commissioner, savaged Humberside's claims that it destroyed information about alleged sexual attacks Huntley had carried out because of the Data Protection Act: "The decision that was taken by Humberside appears to defy common sense. The act is a common sense piece of law. It's hard to see how they could have such a basic misunderstanding of the act."  

Mr Smith said Humberside police had never approached the information commissioner to complain that the law imposed excessive limits on what information they could keep.  

"If it's information that relevant to protecting the public from crime, either directly through policing or indirectly through employment checks, then there's nothing in the act that would require them to remove it."  

Under sustained questioning on the same topic Humberside chief constable David Westwood walked out of a pre-recorded Newsnight interview with Jeremy Paxman.  

When quizzed by the presenter the chief constable said: "I have dealt with all that before. You are going over the same questions again."  

The Criminal Records Bureau (CRB) should have been in operation at the time Huntley was checked. Its opening was delayed and it finally began work in March 2002.  

But would Huntley's past have emerged if the CRB had been in place by then?  

The problem is that each of the 43 forces in England and Wales keeps intelligence material - such as accusations of sex crimes - as it sees fit.  

The Association of Chief Police Officers' code of conduct states: "It is not possible to lay down strict criteria for the removal of data from criminal intelligence records." The Data Protection Act 1998 stipulates that information kept on a subject must be "relevant and not excessive", and not retained for "longer than is necessary". It is up to each force to decide how long to keep such information and how to use it.  

North East Lincolnshire council says cases involving Huntley came to the attention of its social workers' five times between August 1995 and July 1998. Connections between the cases were not made because they were handled by different people who had no reason to cross-refer them. The council's children's service argues that its job is to protect children, not to spot patterns of behaviour in adults.  
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The abduction and murder of Holly Wells and Jessica Chapman numbed and then appalled a nation 16 months ago. The events shattered the natural assumption of most parents that two children together are more than twice as safe as one child alone. The nature of the trial of Ian Huntley has reinforced the country's outrage. The information that will be made available to the public today will turn anguish into anger. The vast majority of the responsibility for this rests with the man who compounded the sheer barbarity of his original deeds by a sadistic reluctance to acknowledge what he had done in open court. His implausible defence was invented in the two weeks before the trial opened. As a result, we still do not know either how or why the two girls died.   

A major and sweeping inquiry is now certain. This will surely concentrate on three questions: first, the manner in which Humberside Police kept, or did not keep, records on Huntley that involved ten separate inquiries into his sexual behaviour; secondly, whether the fashion in which Cambridgeshire police conducted their investigation reflects a wider weakness of small, rural, police forces when obliged to cope with crimes of such magnitude; and thirdly, and most challengingly, whether practice has to be different when there are allegations, but not convictions, relating to sexual misconduct from that which would usually be the norm.   

A great deal of attention will be focused on Humberside. The police there yesterday, while acknowledging some "human error", sought to defend themselves by arguing that they had simply followed the letter and their sense of the spirit of the Data Protection Act of 1984. The interpretation which they chose to place on that legislation, however, would appear to be extraordinarily narrow. Other forces take the view that information on those who have been investigated but not charged with an offence should be kept unless there is a positive argument for destroying it. The Humberside constabulary appeared to operate on precisely the opposite principle. It beggars belief that data of the sort to be associated with Huntley was not thought of future intelligence value.   

The failings exposed by the Cambridgeshire investigation are more subtle. If the proper material had been held and offered by the Humberside Police, then Huntley would have become the prime suspect at an earlier moment. There has been for some time, nonetheless, a strong case for murder and other serious crimes to be investigated by squads organised either regionally or nationally. David Blunkett, the Home Secretary, has already published a Green Paper on police reform in England and Wales. He will need to consider the events of Soham as he moves to the White Paper stage.   

The extent to which allegations, but not convictions, of sexual misconduct should be revealed to potential employers, notably schools, is very sensitive. The balance between the presumption of innocence and child protection is not an easy one to strike. Home Office guidelines set out in 1993, applied in the Soham case, have been strengthened since by the creation of the Criminal Records Bureau. The guidelines are open to differing interpretation. A clearer and more consistent position needs to be adopted.   

It is at times of greatest tragedy that it is most vital to keep a sense of proportion. For more than 30 years the number of murders of children by someone who is unrelated to them has remained static, at about five per annum. Children are far more likely to die at the hands of a parent than a stranger. Huntley betrayed the trust of two defenceless girls who had a life of promise before them.   

He deserves every second of his sentence. The best we can do for the memory of his victims is to treasure the thousand acts of kindness that occur for every evil act.   

(c) Times Newspapers Ltd, 2003    
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THE FAILURES - Police blunders that allowed Huntley to pass vetting tests 's criminal past Sex and burglary allegations were not.   

IAN HUNTLEY had been accused of at least nine sex attacks, including four rapes and indecently assaulting an 11-year-old girl, yet because of a series of police blunders he was given a job at Jessica Chapman and Holly Wells' school.   

The police's failure to record or check details of the suspected child abuser also probably meant that Huntley evaded capture for weeks.   

The failures highlighted in the Soham case have prompted David Blunkett to set up an independent inquiry into the police vetting system that could result in major changes and thousands of files and job applications being re-examined.   

While living in Grimsby, Huntley was accused of various offences against women and young girls. Although never convicted, his record should have rung alarm bells for any police inquiry and ruled him out of working with children. But, despite coming under regular investigation by Humberside police and social services, no one apparently linked his behaviour, kept proper records, or followed police and Home Office guidelines.   

Between 1995 and 1999, Huntley was accused of four rapes, four counts of having unlawful sexual intercourse with girls under 16, and indecently assaulting a 11-year-old girl. He also faced a burglary charge, a vehicle offence from 1983 and non-payment of a TV licence.   

Information on serious charges should have been retained by Humberside police. Under the Data Protection Act and the Association of Chief Police Officers' code of practice, such information should have been on file at least 10 years and reviewed every five. Since 2002 these records must be kept. But among Humberside police's files the information about Huntley was mislaid and, according to one officer, "left in the bottom of drawers".   

When Huntley applied for the job as caretaker at Soham Village College in November 2001, Cambridgeshire police were asked to check his criminal history - defined as convictions, cautions, bindovers and, crucially, intelligence. At the time he was using his mother's surname, Nixon, but gave his other name of Huntley.   

Cambridgeshire police admits that, although it was asked by Cambridgeshire County Council on behalf of Soham Village College to check both names, it only checked Nixon on the police national computer - which only retains information about convictions. Officers are uncertain whether a fax sent to Humberside on 23 December 2001 as part of the vetting process asked for both names to be checked. Either way, the checks were returned on 4 January 2002, giving Huntley a clean bill of health.   

Humberside County Council has also admitted that it had no central record of the allegations against Huntley, leaving the matter to individual social workers. In a statement, the authority said: "The five cases were from different areas, involved different circumstances and were handled by different people, who had no reason to cross-refer with one another."   

The local authority, which also only investigated its files for mentions of Huntley after his arrest for the murders of Holly and Jessica, said it had done all that could be expected. The statement added: "Even with the benefit of hindsight, when we have reviewed the cases where Huntley was mentioned, there is nothing that would suggest he would go on to commit these crimes."   

Checks by the Department of Education on its "list 99" of people considered unsuitable for working with children also failed to flag up any problems.   

The entire system was changed in March 2002 with the establishment of the Criminal Records Bureau, which has introduced a more rigorous vetting procedure.   

The second police blunder also involved the checking of Huntley's criminal past, once he had become a suspect in the disappearance of Holly and Jessica. Again Cambridgeshire police asked their colleagues in Humberside whether he had anything suspicious in his past. Again he was given the all-clear.   

It was only after the evidence began mounting against Huntley that Cambridgeshire police sent officers to check his record with their Lincolnshire counterparts. And there, hidden in the "bottom of drawers", were the details of a man with a history of alleged sex abuse, suspected violence, and an obsession with underage girls.    
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The system for preventing people who pose a threat to children from getting jobs in schools faces overhaul after serious failings exposed by the Soham case.   

Even though Huntley had been accused of a string of sex offences in the past, checks made by police on him when he was appointed caretaker of Soham Village College failed to unearth these details.   

At the time Huntley got his job the vetting process was being changed and a new system is now in place. But police and Home Office sources accept that under the new system Huntley would probably still have slipped through the net.   

Even if North East Lincolnshire social services had linked the five cases, which they did not, there is still no direct mechanism employers such as Soham village college can use to obtain these details.   

Huntley applied for the post of residential site officer at Soham village college in October 2001 under the name he was then using, his mother's maiden name, Nixon. He did not try to disguise his identity, providing his full address in Humberside, his national insurance number and employment record. Under the vetting system in place at the time he also had to disclose his date of birth, any previous names and home addresses for the previous five years.   

Cambridgeshire county council passed these details, including the name Ian Huntley, on to the police. As was normal, Huntley began work before the check came back.   

At the time the force was processing some 2,000 checks a month, almost seven times the usual volume. Employers were getting checks in quickly because under the new system about to come into force they were going to have to start paying for the service.   

Cambridgeshire police's criminal records bureau checked the would-be caretaker on the police national computer under the name Nixon. The civilian operator failed to check him under the name Huntley. Police admit this was an error and disciplinary proceedings against the operator could follow.   

A check under the name Huntley would have found that he had committed a burglary in 1995. Yesterday the school's headmaster said if this had been known Huntley would never have got the job.   

However the police computer would not have shown he was charged with rape in 1998. Such details are "weeded off" once the case against a suspect is dropped, Humberside police yesterday claimed.   

Nor would this check have thrown up any of the other accusations and reports made against him which did not result in a charge. This sort of information is held locally in police "intelligence" systems.   

Cambridgeshire police say they sent a fax to Humberside asking them to check Huntley. They are confident - though have no proof - that they passed the names Nixon and Huntley on. The school was told there was "no trace" on Huntley; on the face of it, he had no convictions, had never been cautioned or bound over and there was no "intelligence" to warn of the danger he might pose.   

Humberside police say they have no way of knowing if Cambridgeshire police did ask them to check their intelligence systems, against either of Huntley's names. But the force admits that at the time of the check it had nothing on Huntley. It claims such details - held on paper rather than computer - were "weeded off" to comply with data protection laws. The force has now made changes to its "intelligence and vetting processes and weeding policies".   

Cambridgeshire police believe they would have kept, and found, the details of Huntley. They have a sophisticated "mining" programme which allows them to search for a person on a variety of databases.   

The Criminal Records Bureau (CRB) should have been in operation at the time Huntley was checked. Its opening was delayed and it finally began work in March 2002.   

But would Huntley's past have emerged if the CRB had been in place by then?   

The problem is that each of the 43 forces in England and Wales keeps intelligence material - such as accusations of sex crimes - as it sees fit.   

The Association of Chief Police Officers' code of conduct states: "It is not possible to lay down strict criteria for the removal of data from criminal intelligence records." The Data Protection Act 1998 stipulates that information kept on a subject must be "relevant and not excessive", and not retained for "longer than is necessary". It is up to each force to decide how long to keep such information and how to use it.   

North East Lincolnshire council says cases involving Huntley came to their attention five times between August 1995 and July 1998. Connections between the cases were not made because they were handled by different people who had no reason to cross-refer them. The council's children's service argues that its job is to protect children, not to spot patterns of behaviour in adults.   

It is ironic that if Huntley had been accused of sex crimes while working with children, he would almost certainly have been placed on secret lists which schools have access to. Because it was only later that he got the job at Soham he slipped through the net.   
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In the end, secret surveillance caught the killer. Under the controversial Regulation of Investigatory Powers Act 2000, Ian Huntley's meeting with his mother in his prison cell was covertly taped. Until then, he had consistently denied the two Soham girls, Jessica Chapman and Holly Wells, had been inside his home. The house itself had been so ruthlessly cleaned that not a single shred of forensic evidence linked to the girls could be found. Talking with his mother, Huntley admitted they had been inside, forcing him at the trial to admit they died there. Yesterday the jury rejected his preposterous explanation that Holly died accidentally after falling into his bath, while Jessica was killed accidentally, as he was trying to silence her screams, and found him guilty of double murder. He was sentenced to life imprisonment for each.   

 His besotted fiancee, Maxine Carr, was found not guilty of assisting Huntley in the murders - she was in Grimsby - but was sentenced to three and a half years for perverting the course of justice by pretending she was there.   

One immediate question raised by the 27-day trial is whether it should have taken so long. Huntley is partly responsible for that. If he had conceded at the start that he would admit the girls had been inside his home, some of the early part of the trial could have been foreshortened. But there are more serious issues to examine: mistakes in the vetting process (now to be reviewed by an inquiry announced yesterday); mistakes in the investigation; abuse by the media.   

Two different mistakes were made during the vetting process. The first was by Cambridgeshire police, which only checked one of two names that Huntley used, thus missing a burglary conviction that could have disqualified him from the caretaker's job, since it included responsibility for security. More seriously, police in Humberside, where Huntley had been living, failed to tell Cam bridgeshire that although Huntley had no convictions for sex offences, there were eight occasions where accusations of sexual assaults or having sexual relations with under-age girls were recorded against him. A new system, the criminal records bureau, has come into force since Huntley was vetted. It now claims 93% of vetting applications are completed in four weeks. Yet, it too is dependent on local forces being more systematic in pulling together relevant intelligence not on the police national computer. This has always been a grey area. It is to be hoped that the 280 extra analysts hired by the Home Office can make the local level more systematic. Huntley's behaviour clearly followed a sexual predator pattern that should have been logged by Humberside and used to warn valid vetting inquiries.   

Soham raises another question. Does the UK need a British equivalent of the FBI, incorporating a national paedophile unit? Cambridgeshire is a small force, but it was supported by a Metropolitan police murder review unit (which should have been called in earlier) and officers from 20 forces. We have already set up a national criminal intelligence service (in 1992) and a national crime squad (1998). Adding a national paedophile unit, when only six children are abducted by strangers a year, does not look productive. Murder inquiries need local knowledge. What is needed is more systematic support. Soham generated 15,000 calls from people offering information.   

Then there is the media, which the attorney general is already examining. He has already said some reports were "unacceptable". But he needs to look forward as well as back and to find some way of preventing the press from fixing Maxine Carr as the new Myra Hindley. They always need a hate figure, someone who can be declared "Britain's most evil woman". Carr, though a guilty woman, is far from that.   

The Soham Verdict - Records of sex allegations found in `bottom of drawers'.   

By Jason Bennetto and Cahal Milmo.   
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THE FAILURES   

IAN HUNTLEY had been accused of at least nine sex attacks, including four rapes and indecently assaulting an 11-year-old girl, yet because of a series of police blunders he was given a job at Jessica Chapman and Holly Wells' school.   

The police's failure to record or check details of the suspected child abuser also probably meant that Huntley evaded capture for weeks.   

The failures highlighted in the Soham case have prompted David Blunkett to set up an independent inquiry into the police vetting system that could result in major changes and thousands of files and job applications being re-examined.   

While living in Grimsby, Huntley was accused of various offences against women and young girls. Although never convicted, his record should have rung alarm bells for any police inquiry and ruled him out of working with children. But, despite coming under regular investigation by Humberside police and social services, no one apparently linked his behaviour, kept proper records, or followed police and Home Office guidelines.   

Between 1995 and 1999 Huntley was accused of four rapes, four counts of having unlawful sexual intercourse with girls under 16, and indecently assaulting a 11-year-old girl. He also faced a burglary charge, a vehicle offence from 1983 and non-payment of a TV licence.   

Information on serious charges should have been retained by Humberside police. Under the Data Protection Act and the Association of Chief Police Officers' code of practice, such information should have been on file at least 10 years and reviewed every five. Since 2002 these records must be kept. But among Humberside police's files the information about Huntley was mislaid and, according to one officer, "left in the bottom of drawers".   

When Huntley applied for the job as caretaker at Soham Village College in November 2001, Cambridgeshire police were asked to check his criminal history - defined as convictions, cautions, bindovers and, crucially, intelligence. At the time he was using his mother's surname, Nixon, but gave his other name of Huntley.   

Cambridgeshire police admits that although it was asked by Cambridgeshire County Council on behalf of Soham Village College to check both names, it only checked Nixon on the police national computer - which only retains information about convictions. Officers are uncertain whether a fax sent to Humberside on 23 December 2001 as part of the vetting process asked for both names to be checked. Either way, the checks were returned on 4 January 2002 giving Huntley a clean bill of health.   

Humberside County Council has also admitted that it had no central record of the allegations against Huntley, leaving the matter to individual social workers. In a statement, the authority said: "The five cases were from different areas, involved different circumstances and were handled by different people, who had no reason to cross-refer with one another."   

The local authority, which also only investigated its files for mentions of Huntley after his arrest for the murders of Holly and Jessica, said it had done all that could be expected. The statement added: "Even with the benefit of hindsight, when we have reviewed the cases where Huntley was mentioned, there is nothing that would suggest he would go on to commit these crimes."   

Checks by the Department of Education on its "list 99" of people considered unsuitable for working with children also failed to flag up any problems.   

The entire system was changed in March 2002 with the establishment of the Criminal Records Bureau, which has introduced a more rigorous vetting procedure.   

The second police blunder also involved the checking of Huntley's criminal past, once he had become a suspect in the disappearance of Holly and Jessica. Again Cambridgeshire police asked their colleagues in Humberside whether he had anything suspicious in his past. Again he was given the all-clear.   

It was only after the evidence began mounting against Huntley that Cambridgeshire police sent officers to check his record with their Lincolnshire counterparts. And there, hidden in the "bottom of drawers", were the details of a man with a history of alleged sex abuse, suspected violence, and an obsession with underage girls.    

Today's story - a tale of panic and paranoia.   

By TERENCE BLACKER.   
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So far as I know, there have been no known cases of authors running amok among schoolchildren   

Anna Bennett, whose dad built an illegal tree-house, has been living dangerously this week. So has Emily Pepper, whose mum left home for a man 17 years younger than her, not to mention Benjamin, son of David and Michelle Platoff, both of whom are worried about the level of bureaucracy in government.   

The three of them are among the many children whose names and faces, completely uncovered, appeared in the national press over the past few days. According to the Department of Education and Skills, and a growing number of local authorities and schools, their public exposure involved a small but significant risk that they might be spotted and targeted by an adult who wishes them harm.   

The idea may seem alarmist, even mad, to the parents involved, but it is taken seriously enough by those whose job it is to protect the welfare of the young. As Tim Luckhurst has reported this week in The Independent, local newspapers all over the country are being discouraged from taking photographs of school pantomimes for fear that paedophiles may be scanning the pages of the local press in search of potential victims. The advice to teachers from the ministry is that, where possible, the publication of photographs of their charges should be avoided, particularly when names are given.   

Concern about this issue has been growing over the past couple of years. Any moderately well-known author who visits schools to read and discuss his or her books knows that, more often than not, a photographer will appear to take the inevitable shot for publication in the local paper - writer, carefully holding up his book for the camera, pretending to read to a group of children who are pretending to listen. Now, before that can happen, a process of careful sifting must take place, ensuring that only the faces of those whose parents have signed a consent form will appear in that week's paper.   

It is a difficult subject and, at a time when Operation Ore has revealed the effects of the internet, a cautious approach may seem sensible. On the other hand, there are signs that this danger-stranger mentality is becoming a touch weird and obsessive. Whereas, a few years ago, children were gently made aware by teachers and parents that some adults are not to be trusted, now it must be explained to them that the grown-up world is so full of darkness and peril that even to have one's face in a newspaper represents a risk.   

In fact, even the visitor himself is not above suspicion. An eminent Arts Council-funded organisation known as the National Association for Writers in Education, or NAWE, has informed the authors whose details are included on its website that certain new rules are to be introduced. Any author who is prepared to talk in a school or college and wishes to be listed by NAWE will be obliged to get in touch with the Criminal Records Bureau and acquire an "Enhanced Disclosure Certificate" that has been issued in the past year.   

This is an odd business, surely. Before a published author - or presumably, an artist, storyteller or musician - can set foot in a school, NAWE believes he should go to the police and ask for confirmation that he is not a danger to children. So, for example, if our saintly and committed poet laureate Andrew Motion agreed to read his poetry to a school assembly, he would first be obliged to prove, with the help of an Enhanced Disclosure Certificate, that he is not, nor has ever been, a paedophile.   

As with the great pantomime panic, this mood of paranoia is not based on any evidence of threat: so far as I know, there have been no known cases of authors running amok among schoolchildren. Yet such is the atmosphere of fear and anxiety that at least one publisher of children's books has inserted a clause into its standard contract allowing it to suspend a book deal if so much as an allegation is made against its author.   

Meanwhile, childhood itself has become something of a contemporary obsession. Public figures, particularly fathers, have never been more eager to show how evolved and sensitive they are by parading their children in public at the slightest excuse - at cup finals, award ceremonies, in TV studios. Contemporary culture has become obsessed by the corruption of young innocence, a theme that propels the film Thirteen, the Turner Prize-winning pottery of Grayson Perry, the tabloid speculation over the private life of the latest young teen sensation.   

Could it be possible that the sexualisation of childhood is not just to be found in pop videos, teen mags and clothes shops - that a fearful, anguished mindset among responsible adults who see potential nonces in every newspaper reader and school visitor also plays its part? I imagine I am not the only author who objects to the idea that, in order to meet my readers, I must now acquire a good-character chit from the Criminal Records Bureau.    
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`Who will profit from from all this borrowing by the Chancellor?'  

SOMETIMES IT'S what they don't say that matters. Gordon Brown used to talk a great deal about the wonders of the private finance initiative, or public-private partnerships, which are much the same thing. In the Pre-Budget Report this week there was scarcely a breath from the Iron Chancellor about what used to be one of his favourite themes. It's intriguing. I mean, I suppose these PPPs are all proceeding much as they ever did, but I'm still not awfully clear about who's making money out of them.  

As a taxpayer and a shareholder, I have a sort of hedged position with regard to the whole PFI-PPP thing. So if, for example, the National Health Service is ripped off by Capita Group, then I suffer as a taxpayer but gain as a shareholder in Capita. On the other hand, if the NHS manages to transfer some ghastly commercial risk on to Capita, then I as a shareholder have to bear the brunt of that, but at least my taxes won't go up. I know it is hardly symmetrical, but it's an interesting thought.  

At any rate, Capita clearly does think it is getting the better end of these deals. The company has, apparently, extended major contracts worth £615m, and is pursuing further bids worth £2.4bn. How many of those will convert to full-blown deals remains to be seen.  

Capita also says that its talks with the Home Office on the Criminal Records Bureau contract are going well. It is a strange thing to be asked to make money out of paedophiles, or the fear of paedophiles, but that, indirectly, seems to be what's going on, for one of the bureau's jobs is to vet people who wish to work with children. PPP-PFI projects can work and be profitable. Capita also operates the congestion charge on behalf of Mayor Ken Livingstone, but Capita's statement this week didn't say much about this.  

I note that Capita has been named the FTSE's worst communicator by Clarity, a corporate writing consultancy, because of the "outpourings of right-on corporate drivel". Clarity's Rupert Morris said Clarity "would not touch Capita with a bargepole until it is capable of explaining itself in English". It's routinely referred to in Private Eye as Crapita.  

It ought to change its name, and I suppose it is admirable in a perverse way that the chief executive, Rod Aldridge refuses to junk it. I didn't buy when the shares peaked, at about 650p in 2000. This week they're running at about 250p, roughly what I paid for them a few months ago.  

Now a thought occurs to me about PFI-PPP. For, despite all the brouhaha about the idea at the moment, it was not invented by Gordon Brown and Tony Blair to wind up their backbenchers.  

It was, in fact, implemented by a now-forgotten figure named Norman Lamont, Chancellor from 1990 to 1993. Norman's problem during those recessionary years was that public borrowing was mushrooming as tax receipts fell and social security payments rose. As Mr Brown kept reminding everyone this week, poor Norman had to borrow £50bn in 1992-93, as opposed to the £37bn the present Chancellor announced this week.  

I leave it to those more economically literate than me to wonder how Mr Brown manages to have to borrow so much when the economy is growing at a respectable pace.  

The point is that Mr Lamont had to pursue early versions of the PFI to get the borrowing he had to do to finance public sector investment off the the books of HM Treasury. It cannot be long before Mr Brown fastens upon the wheeze again and extends it into fields that have not yet been explored, although he has put PFI onto the national balance sheet.  

At least it could be said the PFI-PPP is not about to go away. A firm such as Capita or LogicaCMG, rather more of a favourite of mine, ought to be able to take some sort of advantage of Mr Brown's increasing penury. Logica has had such an excellent bounceback that it's about to regain its place as a FTSE 100 company, itself a boost to the shares. Logica has recently concluded a deal to build and manage an NHS patients' database with £100m from Mr Brown direct to them. It's an ill wind ...  
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Capita Group, the business process outsourcing group, yesterday reported that it was pleased with current trading and results for 2003 would be in line with expectations. 

Capita's confidence about the full year was based on new contracts and extensions of existing business worth £615m for the year to date. 

Last month, Capita was appointed by Prudential to administer the UK life assurer's offshore life and pensions business. The deal, which saw Capita assume responsibility for administering about 70,000 policies, was worth £110m over 10 years. 

The group, whose services include debt collection and back-office administration, also said that it was working on bids worth another £2.4bn and was in advanced sole discussions with two clients that could result in an extra £70m for 2004 revenues. 

It is also in the final throes of renegotiating its £400m contract with the Home Office for the Criminal Records Bureau. 

It is also thought that Capita could increase the size of the contract as the screening of NHS staff is added to its remit, even though it has run into difficulties over the vetting process for teachers. 

In October Capita was fined £1m for shortcomings in its management of London's congestion charge. 

Geoff Allum of Investec said the results showed healthy underlying profitability. Investec is forecasting full-year profits, before exceptionals, of £120m, putting Capita on a forward multiple of 20.6 times. The shares eased 2 1/2p to 248 1/2p. 
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WE'RE doing frightfully well, said Capita yesterday. We've extended major contracts worth pounds 615m, and we're working on further bids worth pounds 2.4billion. Negotiations with the Home Office on the Criminal Records Bureau contract are going particularly well. This "bureau", with its official-sounding name, is the one that is doing so much to persuade people who want to work with children not to. Being invited to prove you're not a paedophile, at your own expense, is more than many volunteers can bear. Capita is better known as the operator of the Congestion Charge, and yesterday's statement was silent on this subject, as usual. According to Transport for London, 1.1m penalty notices have been despatched to date, and nearly a quarter of a million have been disputed. With this sort of error rate, motorists will be tempted to take the risk and not pay, knowing that if enough do so, the system will break down.   

 Of course, Capita is not responsible for dreaming up these schemes - it is only obeying orders, and someone's got to do the Government's dirty work. Indeed, in some ways we might be relieved that it doesn't do it better, as this administration probes into every corner of our lives. Yet the politicians' natural urge to obfuscate is clearly catching. Capita was named as the FTSE's worst communicator by Clarity, a corporate writing consultancy, which accused it of producing "outpourings of right-on corporate drivel", which seems plain enough. We have come a long way since the dizzy days when Capita was a market darling, and its shares cost 645p apiece. Yesterday, despite the chirpy statement, they drifted down to 248 1/2 p. It really is hard to say whether this price is right, or indeed whether Capita is a good, bad or indifferent company. It's just that these sorts of "black box" businesses (Don't ask us for details, we're doing fine) so often seem to end in tears.   
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The cost of an enhanced Criminal Records Bureau check (report, December 2) will rise from Pounds 29 to Pounds 33 next April, after an increase from Pounds 12 to Pounds 29 last July.   

(c) Times Newspapers Ltd, 2003    
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Charities have attacked a decision to increase the fee charged by the Criminal Records Bureau for carrying out checks on job applicants. This will be the second rise in less than a year. 

The cost of the checks, which are mandatory for a range of employees, mainly teachers and care workers, are to rise from April by £4, to £28 for a standard check, and £33 for an enhanced check. Until July the fee was £12. 

Announcing the price rise, Hazel Blears, Home Office minister, also unveiled draft regulations which propose that registered bodies such as schools and hospitals which apply for checks should become responsible for ensuring the identity of applicants and the correct completion of forms. Also they would pay an annual fee of £300. 

She said: "We believe that organisations will see the disclosure fee as a price worth paying for the additional protection it affords against abuse of the vulnerable." 

Voluntary organisations yesterday criticised the price rise. 

Stuart Etherington, chief executive of the National Council for Voluntary Organisations, said: "It is appalling that just nine months after the doubling of the cost of criminal records checks a further increase of 17 per cent can be forced upon already overstretched voluntary and community organisations. 

"Price rises of this magnitude which will cost charities millions are entirely unacceptable." 

Other organisations, including the Recruitment and Employment Confederation, which represents job agencies, also criticised the rise in fees. 

However, Vince Gaskell, Criminal Records Bureau chief executive, stressed that no charge was made for voluntary workers and that partly in response to criticism of the increase earlier this year, a lead-in time of four months for this price rise would allow organisations to budget properly. 

Mr Gaskell, who took over in September, said the bureau was now meeting its targets for turning round applications and a backlog that at one point rose to 70,000 to 100,000 applications was now down to 1,000. 

The bureau is in talks with Capita, the private-sector company awarded the £400m contract to run parts of the agency including the database over 10 years, to implement recommendations for improvement. 
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Fees for staff vetting checks by the crisis-hit Criminal Records Bureau are to rise again just five months after they doubled, Home Office ministers announced yesterday.  

The pounds 4 rise, which will come into effect in April, is part of a revenue-raising package de-signed to make the public-private partnership between the Home Office and the public services provider Capita self-financing within two years.  

The checks are compulsory for many staff working with children and vulnerable adults in schools, hospitals, care homes, charities and across the criminal justice system.  

The fees have risen from pounds 12 to pounds 28 for a standard level disclosure and pounds 33 for a more complex "enhanced" check - an increase of 133% since the CRB was established last year. This move is expected to raise an extra pounds 8m a year.  

Ministers have also proposed that the 10,000 registered organisations who use the service, including companies and charities, pay an annual fee of pounds 300 to raise a further net pounds 2.4m.  

At present they pay a one-off fee of pounds 300 on registration.  

The CRB's new chief execu tive, Vince Gaskell - who has been brought in after being the "recovery director" at the Child Support Agency - said yesterday the increases were needed to make up for a 50% reduction in the Home Office subsidy from pounds 18m a year to pounds 9m and to support a rise in free checks carried out for voluntary workers, which now make up 17% of the total.  

He said the backlog of applications had been reduced from a high of 76,000 to 1,000 more than six weeks old.  

It was currently processing 50,000 applications a week - meeting its target of completing 90% within two weeks for standard checks and four weeks for enhanced checks.  

He blamed most of the delays on applicants not completing forms properly.  

The Home Office minister Hazel Blears supported the increase, saying the absence of problems at the start of the school year was evidence that the CRB was no longer suffering from "breakdowns".  

But the Liberal Democrat MP Paul Burstow said that the government, having made a mess of the CRB, was now forcing its customers to pay huge increases that would hit schools and charities hardest.  
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Fees for staff vetting checks by the crisis-hit Criminal Records  

Bureau are to rise again just five months after they doubled, Home Office ministers announced yesterday.  

The pounds 4 rise, which will come into effect in April, is part of a  

revenue-raising package designed to make the public-private  

partnership between the Home Office and Capita selffinancing  

within two years. The checks are compulsory for many staff working with children and vulnerable adults in schools, hospitals, care homes, charities and across the criminal justice system.  

The fees have risen from pounds 12 to pounds 28 for a standard level disclosure and pounds 33 for a more omplex ienhancedi check  

an increase of 133% since the CRB was established last year.  

This move is expected to raise an extra pounds 8m a year.  

Ministers have also proposed that the 10,000 registered organisations who use the service, including companies and charities, pay an annual fee of pounds 300 to raise a further net pounds 2.4m. At present they pay a one-off fee of pounds 300  

on registration. Organisations will be made responsible for  

validating the identity of those applying for clearance.  

The CRB's new chief executive, Vince Gaskell o who has  

been brought in after being the irecovery directori at the Child Support Agency o said yesterday the increases were needed to make up for a 50% reduction in the Home Office subsidy from pounds 18m a year to pounds 9m and to support a rise in free checks carried out for voluntary workers, which now make up 17% of the total.  

He said the backlog of applications had been reduced from a high of 76,000 to 1,000 more than six weeks old. It was currently processing 50,000 applications a week o meeting its target of completing 90% within two weeks for standard checks and four weeks for enhanced checks.  

He blamed most of the delays on applicants not completing the forms properly, and said Capita's temporary transfer of inputting  

work to India had become permanent.  

Mr Gaskell confirmed that no date had been set for the introduction of the ibasici background check for the millions of staff who change jobs every year and whose fees were supposed to make the  

agency self-financing. The CRB was assessing demand for basic checks, but it was up to ministers to decide when they were introduced.  

The Home Office minister Hazel Blears supported the increase,  

saying the absence of problems at the start of the school year was evidence that the CRB was no longer suffering from ibreakdownsi.  

But the Liberal Democrat MP Paul Burstow said the government,  

having made a mess of the CRB, was now forcing its customers to pay massive increases that would hit schoos and charities hardest  

when they were already struggling with cash shortages.  

iEven after today's fee increases they will still be losing  

pounds 8 on every check because they underestimated the original  

costs,i he said. iI doubt this latest debacle will be the last we  

hear of this crippled private finance initiative project.i  

Harry Fletcher, assistant general secretary of the probation union Napo, said voluntary groups and the care sector were having to  

subsidise Capita. iThe original contract said that the basic certificate would subsidise the enhanced. But the contract has been such a chaotic disaster that the basic certificate, for people who  

don't work with children, may never be issued o so there are  

likely to be further rises in fees,i he said.  
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Widespread trepidation about David Blunkett's identity card scheme may be missing the point -a security clampdown is already being plotted for the public sector and student teachers, nurses, teenagers and charity volunteers will come under increased scrutiny by the Government.   

A plan by the Criminal Records Bureau (CRB) to fingerprint every applicant for jobs in higher and further education that involve contact with under-18s has provoked criticism from the lecturers' union Natfhe and the National Union of Students, reports The Times Higher Education Supplement (November 28).   

The proposal, in a Home Office consultation paper, would affect thousands of jobseekers. Trainee teachers and nursing students would also have to give their prints, possibly at police stations. The idea is that fingerprinting would provide a better match between people and criminal records, although statistics show that mistakes are made in only 0.04 per cent of cases.   

Barnardo's and Turning Point warn that the paper's scheme to fingerprint charity workers involved with children would impose unnecessary financial burdens and affect levels of volunteering, reports Third Sector (November 26).   

The CRB tells the THES that organisations could buy their own scanning machines at Pounds 12,000 each.   

But there are other security costs on the way. Public Finance (November 28) says that the CRB is to increase its fees again, just five months after a 100 per cent hike in charges for criminal checks to Pounds 24. The journal says "a source said the rise would be significant".   

Young People Now (November 26), meanwhile, says that teenagers fear they are in for constant surveillance under a raft of new government initiatives, such as the Children's Green Paper, which will give every child an identification number, and a bank of data that will be built on them and shared between agencies. Connexions already shares data about 13 to 19-year-olds between agencies such as youth offending teams and schools.   

Not everyone thinks there is too much surveillance, though. Chief Superintendent Nick Gargan, of Leicestershire Police, says that officers do not use enough surveillance because the rules on covertly tracking suspects appear to be too tight. Officers should take a more liberal interpretation of the legislation, he says in Police Review (November 28).   

(c) Times Newspapers Ltd, 2003    
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THOUSANDS of doctors and dentists will have to undergo criminal record checks under government plans announced yesterday. A further increase in the cost of the checks was also announced.      

Ministers want the checks extended to cover almost all health workers, including midwives, nurses, pharmacists, health visitors and physiotherapists.      

The increase in the cost, the second in nine months, is aimed at dealing with a financial crisis at the Criminal Records Bureau. The fees will increase by 18 per cent from next April; since its launch they have risen by 133 per cent.      

The announcement means that that some checks for people working with children and vulnerable people could cost well over Pounds 50 because of charges imposed by organisations doing paperwork before passing applications to the bureau.      

Ministers are also planning to introduce annual registration fees for organisations handling applications for the bureau. People who vouch for an applicant will have to undergo a regular check every three years: the cost of that is to rise from Pounds 5 to Pounds 33.      

It also emerged yesterday that the basic disclosure for the 10 million people who change jobs each year -due to be launched last summer -will not be available until at least 2005.      

The increase in fees was announced by Hazel Blears, the Police Minister. She defended the bureau, saying it was a misconception that it was inefficient. "We believe that organisations will see the disclosure fee as a price worth paying for the protection," she said.      

The cost of an enhanced criminal check will rise from Pounds 33 to Pounds 37 in April, after an increase from Pounds 12 to Pounds 33 last July. A standard check will go from Pounds 24 to Pounds 28 after an increase from Pounds 12 to Pounds 24 in July.      

The increases are part of the Home Office's attempt to make the bureau, based on Merseyside, self-financing by 2005-06, indicating that further increases are likely.      

Even with the increases, the Government will have to spend Pounds 9 million to bail out the CRB, a joint venture between the Home Office and Capita, a private sector company.      

Capita has been fined Pounds 1.8 million for its failings since the launch in March 2002 while the Home Office has paid it an extra Pounds 8.4 million because of changes to the contract.      

Paul Burstow, the Liberal Democrat spokesman, condemmed the latest increase, which he blamed on poor planning. He said: "Even after today's fee increase, the CRB will still be losing Pounds 8 on every check it carries out."      

The bureau said that it had exceeded its service standards between June and November, with 90 per cent of standard disclosures issued within two weeks and 90 per cent of enhanced disclosures within four weeks. Originally 90 per cent of enhanced checks, for those such as teachers, should have been issued within three weeks and standard checks within one week.  CORRECTION - Headline: Cost of criminal record check;Correction Issue Date: Thursday December 04, 2003 Page: 16 The cost of an enhanced Criminal Records Bureau check (report, December 2) will rise from Pounds 29 to Pounds 33 next April, after an increase from Pounds 12 to Pounds 29 last July. (T, 5/12/03)    
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Education Correspondent   

THE Criminal Records Bureau announced a fresh increase in its charges yesterday which head teachers say will put an "outrageous" burden on schools and students.   

Compulsory background checks on teachers will rise to £33 next April, nearly treble the £12 fee set when the bureau started work last March.   

Student teachers have to pay the fee themselves before they can work in schools as part of their courses.   

David Hart, general secretary of the National Association of Head Teachers, said: "It is outrageous that having experienced such appalling services from the CRB, which are only now beginning to improve, schools should be facing the burden of yet another increase in its fees.   

"It seems the minute the CRB, which is run by a private company, pleads poverty the Government puts up the charges."   

The bureau, run by Capita, the private support services company, was set up to take over criminal record checks from the police.   

Employees are responsible for obtaining a disclosure certificate and paying the charge. Schools, however, pay the cost on behalf of teachers, support staff and governors and parents who have regular contact with children.   

Charges, which were £12 across the board, went up this year to £24 for standard disclosures and £28 for the fuller enhanced disclosures required of teachers. From next April they will be £28 and £33.   

The Department for Education said the increased charges would have "little or no impact" on schools because disclosure certificates had to be paid for only once.   

Hazel Blears, a Home Office minister, said the Government expected the bureau to pay for itself by 2005-06.    

Staff safety check fees rise again   

Alan Travis Home affairs editor   
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Fees for staff vetting checks by the crisis-hit Criminal Records Bureau are to rise again just five months after they doubled, Home Office ministers announced yesterday.   

The pounds 4 rise, which will come into effect in April, is part of a revenue-raising package de-signed to make the public-private partnership between the Home Office and Capita self-financing within two years.   

The checks are compulsory for many staff working with children and vulnerable adults in schools, hospitals, care homes, charities and across the criminal justice system.   

The fees have risen from pounds 12 to pounds 28 for a standard level disclosure and pounds 33 for a more complex "enhanced" check - an increase of 133% since the CRB was established last year. This move is expected to raise an extra pounds 8m a year.   

Ministers have also proposed that the 10,000 registered organisations who use the service, including companies and charities, pay an annual fee of pounds 300 to raise a further net pounds 2.4m. At present they pay a one-off fee of pounds 300 on registration. Organisations will be made responsible for validating the identity of those applying for clearance.   

The CRB's new chief executive, Vince Gaskell - who has been brought in after being the "recovery director" at the Child Support Agency - said yesterday the increases were needed to make up for a 50% reduction in the Home Office subsidy from pounds 18m a year to pounds 9m and to support a rise in free checks carried out for voluntary workers, which now make up 17% of the total.   

He said the backlog of applications had been reduced from a high of 76,000 to 1,000 more than six weeks old. It was currently processing 50,000 applications a week - meeting its target of completing 90% within two weeks for standard checks and four weeks for enhanced checks.   

He blamed most of the delays on applicants not completing the forms properly, and said Capita's temporary transfer of inputting work to India had become permanent.   

Mr Gaskell confirmed that no date had been set for the introduction of the "basic" background check for the millions of staff who change jobs every year and whose fees were supposed to make the agency self-financing. The CRB was assessing demand for basic checks, but it was up to ministers to decide when they were introduced.   

The Home Office minister Hazel Blears supported the increase, saying the absence of problems at the start of the school year was evidence that the CRB was no longer suffering from "breakdowns".   

But the Liberal Democrat MP Paul Burstow said the government, having made a mess of the CRB, was now forcing its customers to pay massive increases that would hit schools and charities hardest when they were already struggling with cash shortages.   

"Even after today's fee increases they will still be losing pounds 8 on every check because they underestimated the original costs," he said. "I doubt this latest debacle will be the last we hear of this crippled private finance initiative project."   

Harry Fletcher, assistant general secretary of the probation union Napo, said voluntary groups and the care sector were having to subsidise Capita.   

"The original contract said that the basic certificate would subsidise the enhanced. But the contract has been such a chaotic disaster that the basic certificate, for people who don't work with children, may never be issued - so there are likely to be further rises in fees," he said.   

guardian.co.uk/crime   
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From Mrs J. Jacques   

Sir, I have been following your articles referring to bank fraud, and the responsibilities we have to safeguard our financial details. However, I have a question that has not been addressed.   

Last year in the course of being employed in a private hospital I had to undergo a Criminal Records Bureau check. I have nothing to hide. However, I strongly object to some of the information required to complete the check. A recent bank statement from my most used account had to be supplied, and the maiden name of my mother had to be recorded.   

In many cases this is a piece of information used to access bank accounts. If we are encouraged not to disclose personal information to other people, what guarantee do we have if we disclose this for security checks?   

Yours faithfully, MRS J. JACQUES 66 High View Road, Guildford, GU2 7RU.   

(c) Times Newspapers Ltd, 2003    

News - Staff in `sensitive' jobs may face fingerprint check.   

By Philip Johnston.   
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Home Affairs Editor   

PEOPLE working in "sensitive" jobs could be fingerprinted by the Criminal Records Bureau under plans being considered by the Home Office.   

Home tutors, music teachers and others in a personal relationship with children and the elderly would face the extra checks.   

Job applicants may have to go to a police station to have the prints taken using "livescan" machines, which are cleaner and quicker than the traditional ink roller.   

Otherwise, the machines, which cost £12,000, could be installed in schools or central locations.   

Officials have sought support for the idea from head teachers, voluntary group leaders and care managers, "where the sensitivity of the employment role to be undertaken makes [fingerprinting] appropriate". A Home Office letter says: "This would enable a more rigorous linking of police records - which in turn are mostly linked to fingerprints - and the individuals submitting applications for disclosures."   

The Government believes that fingerprinting will be an extra defence against unsuitable people taking jobs with children or vulnerable adults.   

But many teachers and volunteers will see it as more unnecessary bureaucracy.   

Already, those wanting to work with vulnerable people must complete complicated forms and submit to a check even if their job is simply driving an elderly patient to hospital. Applicants must produce at least three documents to prove their identity and home address.   

Voluntary groups have objected, saying the requirements are too intrusive and are deterring prospective helpers. The Home Office letter acknowledges that routine fingerprinting may be a step too far.   

"There may be concern - even for the most law-abiding - as to what use might be made of their fingerprints in the future," it says.   

At present, the CRB can take fingerprints where an applicant's identity cannot be confirmed by any other means.   

However, any copies must be destroyed after the check. The new plans envisage automatically retaining the prints, with the permission of the applicant, for future use.   

The CRB has been dogged by controversy since it started work last year, with delays in processing applications leading to thousands of teaching posts going unfilled.    

Features - Education - These questions are such bad form The Criminal Records Bureau is frightening off ...   

By Jonty Driver.   
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Features - Education - These questions are such bad form The Criminal Records Bureau is frightening off potential school governors. Jonty Driver explains.   

Everyone except the wicked wants to keep the wicked away from our children. When I was a headmaster, I used to make it clear that almost the easiest way for a member of staff to lose his or her post was to make a pass at a pupil, male or female - and it made not a blind bit of difference whether the pupil was under or over 16.   

Even before it became a requirement to check prospective staff against police records, I would, if I had any worries, double-check with previous employers. On at least one occasion, I made sure that someone I felt should never again be allowed anywhere near a school was put on List 99, which records the names of those who are banned.   

So when, recently, a school that had asked me to be a governor told me I would have to apply for "Disclosure" - always given a capital D in official documents - from the Criminal Records Bureau (CRB), set up as an executive agency by the Home Office, I was unconcerned. I have been registered as a teacher since 1964; I have taught in and governed both state and independent schools - and was still a governor of four when I was asked to apply for disclosure.   

Of course, like most people, I have things in my past of which I am ashamed and would rather not have to confess, but none of them would, I trust, prevent my being acceptable in a school. I have no criminal record (unless a motoring offence - 37mph, late at night, a dozen years ago - still counts).   

Then I looked at the form. At once, many of the questions seemed so impertinent that my first reaction was: "Well, I'm not answering those." In case it was just that part of me that gets more curmudgeonly as I get older, I put the form aside for a fortnight, then went back to it in a sunny mood. My reaction was still the same.   

What business of the CRB are the following? "Current marital status"? (Current? Are we meant to plan for a change?) "Number of financially dependent children under age 18"? "Bank/building society account"? (I'm not applying for a loan.) "Employment status"? (Cross one box only - well, I'm retired and self-employed.) "Occupancy status"? (Am I more respectable because I don't pay rent?) "Mother's maiden name"? (Is that in case she wasn't married?)   

Now, the form does say: "This information will help us to process your application more quickly" - but will the number of "financially dependent children under age 18" that I have tell anyone, quickly or slowly, whether I am fit or not to work in a school, paid or unpaid?   

"Disclosure" means that I have to prove I am who I say I am and that I live where I say I do. I have therefore to produce to the school either a passport or a driving licence with photo and "as many of the following as possible" in the original: birth certificate, marriage certificate, P45 or P60 for the National Insurance number; and "one or two" proofs of residence such as gas or electricity bills. On top of all these, I have to provide the name, address, occupation and telephone number of an appropriate referee.   

Then I have to sign the form twice, the second time to give assent to this statement: "These details may be recorded and used to assist other organisations for identity verification purposes." What "other organisations"? What are "identity   

verification purposes"? Recorded where?   

There is a let-out clause, though qualified with a threat: "There is no general obligation to apply", although "an employer may choose to withdraw the offer of a position if a candidate declines to apply for a Disclosure". Furthermore, the school may check with the Department of Health and the DfES, even for a volunteer.   

Well, the school is welcome to check on me, and indeed probably did before asking me to become a governor. However, the first 25 years of my life were spent in what became a police state, and I'm therefore disinclined to apply for disclosure. If that means I can't be a governor, so be it.   

The procedure will certainly repel other perfectly respectable volunteers - indeed, is already repelling some of the kindly mothers who used to volunteer to listen to children reading or to run after-school clubs. They look at the form and then don't volunteer - not because they have wicked intentions, but because they feel interfered with.   

According to the CRB, "by filling in this form and participating in Disclosure, you're making a contribution towards improving standards in the workplace and in society as a whole". But just how many bad disclosures have there been since the CRB came into being? One hazards a guess that the answer is "none". Which, of course, proves what a good system it is, since clearly the wicked are scared of it. A classic characteristic of the bureaucratic state (which so easily slips into something worse) is this odd mixture of the terrifying, the ludicrous and the myopic: Alice in Wonderland as well as 1984.   

In the end, what frightens me most about disclosure is that, while we are busy filling in forms and checking identities, those with wicked intentions will be crawling under the perimeter fence. On second thoughts: what will happen is that the more clever among the wicked (always those we should fear most) have probably already worked out that, rather than crawl under the fence, it's quicker - and safer - to walk through the gates, smiling and waving one's papers. There's no one guarding the gates any more; everyone is too busy filling in forms.    

Hero... and villain   
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Hero   

They may be facing extinction, but in the meantime they will be "the eyes and ears" of the police force. More clever dogs? (Hero, October 21 and 28). Not this week. City & Guilds, the vocational exam board, said last week that internet shopping and shifts in consumer behaviour have left milkmen well past their sell-by date, but West Midlands Police has a fresh plan to keep public confidence afloat. In response to calls for more visible policing, milkmen will be issued with clipboards and asked to make a note of any suspicious activity they see when out on their delivery rounds. Can't wait for those high-speed chases.   

villain.   

Best days of our lives? Not for Jane Anderton, a 40-year-old social-work student at Greenwich University who was thrown off her course for a playground fracas with a school friend when she was 16. Although she had completed a Criminal Records Bureau check, Anderton was dismissed from her degree course for failing to declare the fight, which led to a court appearance, on a separate university form.   

Greenwich University has said that she can return next September, but she has now abandoned the course, describing the actions of the university as "punishment for punishment's sake".   

(c) Times Newspapers Ltd, 2003    
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I AM a newly qualified teacher based in the South East and have a caution for possession of cannabis. I have had two job offers withdrawn due to this. Will this prevent me from ever getting a good teaching job?   

T T, Basildon, Essex OUR EXPERT SAYS ...   

An applicant's suitability for a teaching post is judged against relevant pre-employment checks. A criminal records check, carried out through the Criminal Records Bureau, is particularly important. Some very serious criminal offences automatically bar a person from teaching, but a person with a criminal record is not necessarily deemed to be unsuitable for work with children.   

The relevance of an offence will depend on its nature and the age; that is, the length of time since the offence occurred. A drugs offence is generally a strong contra- indication for work with children, but you were cautioned and it appears to have been a one-off event rather than a pattern of behaviour.   

In future job applications, take the opportunity to explain the circumstances surrounding the caution. Offer an explanation for what happened, particularly if this shows that your circumstances have changed.   

David Brierley, solicitor, Professional Association of Teachers   

(c) Times Newspapers Ltd, 2003    
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Police forces have been told to drop an "absurd" assumption in criminal vetting that women who chose the prefix Ms may have a marital history, after an MP's complaints on behalf of a nun.   

The member of a York religious order was questioned on a project helping vulnerable adults when the criminal records bureau returned her form implying an undisclosed husband, or a string of husbands, might lurk in her past.   

"It was very upsetting for her," said Hugh Bayley, the city's Labour MP, "but it was perhaps more upsetting to discover that it was all down to the fact that she used the title of Ms."   

The chief executive of the bureau, Bernard Herdan, confirmed in a letter to Mr Bayley that police used the phrase "appears to have a marital history" in Ms cases "as a safeguard against individuals who are trying to conceal previous identities".   

Mr Herdan apologised for the muddle with the nun.   

But he said: "It is thought that to err on the side of caution is preferable to the alternative, which may allow applicants to conceal previous identities and gain employment in positions which would put children and vulnerable adults at risk."   

The guideline has now been countermanded. The junior Home Office minister Lady Scotland said fresh guidance stressed that "in no case must police suggest an applicant has, or appears to have, a marital history, unless there is information to indicate this".   

Martin Wainwright.    

Catch-22 over 'criminal staff';Social care;Local government  

Edited by Parminder Bahra  
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CARE homes may be forced to operate outside the law unless rules on criminal checks for new staff are relaxed, a coalition of care associations has claimed.  

A dossier prepared by eight organisations representing more than 60 per cent of the country's care home capacity says that the planned withdrawal of National Care Standards Commission guidance on checks by the Criminal Records Bureau (CRB) will put many homes in breach of the law.  

The 20-page dossier calls on the commission to reinstate its original guidance, which allowed for a 28-day grace period during which staff could work while they awaited clearance by the CRB.  

Community Care (September 18) reports that the guidance, introduced last year, is to be withdrawn next month. The CRB says that 90 per cent of checks are now complete within four weeks, but Frank Ursell, the chief executive of the Registered Nursing Home Association, says that it takes a minimum of 50 days to complete the recruitment process for new staff.  

Mr Ursell said: "Our members will be operating outside the law if they employ staff without a CRB check, and they are equally in breach of care laws if they fail to staff their care home adequately."  

(c) Times Newspapers Ltd, 2003   

Rod Aldridge Executive chairman, Capita.   
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Two decades after leading a management buyout of the computer services subsidiary of the Chartered Institute of Public Finance and Accountancy, Aldridge has taken the resulting company, Capita, to a dominant position in "business process outsourcing" - better known as privatisation. Unbowed by criticism of its work for the criminal records bureau and London congestion charging, Capita's turnover will this year exceed £1bn.    

Nun victim of Ms identity  

Greg Hurst Parliamentary Correspondent  
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A nun has struck a blow for modern British women by stamping out a routine suspicion by police of anyone who styles herself "Ms".  

For years, she discovered, police have assumed that the title "Ms", which many career women of all ages prefer to "Mrs" or "Miss", may be used to hide a divorce.  

The nun, from York, was required to submit to a standard Criminal Records Bureau check in order to begin voluntary work with a caring charity. To her embarrassment, the form was returned with the statement under Other Relevant Information: "There have been no other names disclosed although the applicant appears to have a marital history."  

She complained to Hugh Bayley, MP for City of York, whose intervention led to her being issued with an amended disclosure form and an apology from Bernard Herdan, chief executive of the bureau.  

He told her that the statement was a police safeguard against women who try to conceal identities, and whose employment may put children and vulnerable adults at risk.  

Police have been ordered to stop using it unless they have reasons other than the title "Ms" to suspect that a previous identity is being withheld.  

(c) Times Newspapers Ltd, 2003   

Child protection rules may cost boy, 13, university place.

By Glen Owen, Education Correspondent.
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A 13-YEAR-OLD prodigy who is expected to be awarded straight As in hisA levels tomorrow could be denied a place at university because ofchild protection measures.

Adam Spencer, who already has an A level in maths, is predicted toachieve top grades in A-level French, chemistry and biology. He hopesto go on to study at Cambridge but the university has said that it isreluctant to screen all its lecturers to check that they are safe towork with children. The Criminal Records Bureau was established lastyear to vet all adults, such as teachers, who have minors aged under 18placed in their care.

Its requirements threaten to bring an end to the spectacle of giftedchildren such as Ruth Lawrence, the mathematics student who graduatedfrom Oxford nearly 20 years ago at the age of 13, going up to collegeseveral years ahead of their peers.

Adam, from Arlesey, Bedfordshire, achieved a B grade in A-level mathsat the age of 10 after studying at an adult education class in Lutonand is expected to move up to the top grade this year. He completed hisother A levels at the Samuel Whitbread Community College, in Clifton,Shefford, in Bedfordshire this summer.

He has told his family that he wants to study biochemistry at Cambridgeor Oxford and is interested in research.

Adam's father, Paul, says that Cambridge told him that his son was tooyoung to be taught at the university, even though he has studied witholder age groups. "We want him to go to a good university and he wantsthat even more than we do," he said. "Adam is just one of many takingexams at a younger age. Children are getting younger and cleverer at afaster age and we see more and more cases of kids who have passed an Alevel and have done their GCSEs early."

He said that he and his wife Marlise planned to move near theuniversity of his choice to ensure he could live with them while hestudied. "It's crazy when there's a good education system in Englandbut there's no provision for a special-needs child like Adam," he said."He thinks about things very logically and in an adult way. He mixesvery well with all ages. When he went into secondary school to do hisGCSEs he was studying with older kids. He then progressed straight onto his A levels with them. He just took it in his stride and fitted invery well.

"He is more advanced than many 18-year-olds and would stagnate if wekept him at secondary school. He breaks all the Government's targetsfor achievement, yet he is shunned." He said he had written to theEducation Secretary asking him to review Adam's case.

A spokeswoman for Cambridge said that as Adam had not formally appliedto the university, his case had not been fully considered. She saidthat the director of admissions, had offered to sit down with thefamily to discuss his situation.

"It is not just that lecturers would have to be screened, he would haveto live in with students who were a lot older," she said.

City - Capita eyes deals worth £2.8bn.

By Adam Jay.
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CAPITA, the support services group that runs London's congestion chargescheme, answered concerns about contract wins yesterday by revealing it hada bid pipeline of £2.8 billion - the largest in its history.

The company, which was relegated from the FTSE 100 in June, has had adifficult year, not least as a result of the Criminal Records Bureau fiascolast summer. In its interim results yesterday, Capita revealed it had wononly £286m of new contracts in the first seven months of the year,substantially down on the £850m last time.

Chairman Rod Aldridge said last year's figure was helped by a £500m 10-yearcontract with the BBC to track down licence fee evaders, and the £280mfive-year congestion charge contract. "That level is not what people shouldbenchmark us against," he said.

Capita shares climbed 19, or 8.8pc, to 235p, after it said the £2.8 billionbid pipeline - the value of contracts it is bidding for - should see itsecure contracts worth more than £1 billion in the full year. It unveiledpre-tax profits up from £29m to £37.4m, while turnover climbed by £140m to£531m, on track to hit the company's full-year target of £1.075 billion.

The group raised its interim dividend by 0.3 to 1.3p, with the prospect of a£26m full-year payout at 3.9p per share. The £6m increase from last yearrepresents the profits Capita will make from the congestion charge.

Mr Aldridge said that, with Transport for London registering a 16pc-18pcdrop in traffic inside the scheme, 35 towns and cities had registered aninterest with the Department of Transport.

Geoff Allum, an analyst at Investec, said Capita was the "obvious leader"for proposed schemes in cities such as Edinburgh and Bristol, as well as anextension of the London scheme. He said the wider public sector market was"here to grow and get bigger - less than 20pc of local authorities haveoutsourced at all and they don't want to be named and shamed and fined".

Capita drive to contracts worth £770m.

By Terry Macalister.
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Capita Group yesterday rejected criticism over the way it has beenhandling London's congestion charge and other setbacks as it rolled outa 27% rise in first-half profits to £51m.

Shares in Capita raced ahead nearly 10% to 237p as it raised thedividend 30% to 1.3p and promised it was on track to win £770m of newcontracts by the end of its financial year.

Chairman Rod Aldridge insisted the audit of its work ordered this weekby Ken Livingstone in no way undermined what had been a major successstory.

"I have to say it's been implemented very well when you think of thekind of volumes we have been handling - one million images a day," hesaid, expressing confidence the audit would not throw up wider doubtsabout the way the company had been operating.

Capita had admitted to Mr Livingstone it had failed to process nearly1,600 cheques from drivers who had paid penalties after being caught oncamera inside the zone.

Half the drivers received letters demanding sums of £120 for latepayment, triggering court threats from motorists and leading onepolitician to describe the situation as "shambolic".

Problems with the congestion charge come on top of a £1.8m fine earlierthis year over the way in which Capita's work at the criminal recordsbureau had failed to carry out checks on teachers.

Meanwhile a £9m contract to run Norfolk's payroll and pension servicewas terminated this week with six years left to run after a failure toagree a way of working with the local authority.

Mr Aldridge dismissed these setbacks as of little importance for abusiness that saw a 36% increase in turnover to £532m in the six monthsto 30 June.

"The company's perfor mance continues to display strong growth,increasing profits and buoyant cashflow ... We believe thatshareholders will be pleased by Capita's results for 2003 andopportunities for growth remain excellent," he said.

Capita has already won £286m of new business in the first half of theyear but said it was actively chasing contracts worth £2.8bn, thelargest "pipeline" of deals in its history.

While many analysts were optimistic about the future for Capita noteverybody believes it will reach its £770m target. "They have not wonanything like that amount over the last six months and we don't believethere's anything that's likely to change that," said Matthew Lloyd atABN Amro.

Mr Aldridge believes there are longer term opportunities coming out ofthe London congestion charge as he expects other authorities to adoptthe traffic reduction policy - but not until 2005 or 2006.

The 900 people at Capita's Coventry call centre have been reduced tofewer than 300, in part because 160,000 motorists opted to pay for thecongestion charge via text messaging. The staff were on short-termcontracts so there have been no redundancies, said Capita.

Letter - Privatisation of criminal records is a national securityissue.

By Liam O'Donnell.
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Sir: I read with interest Barry Clement's article about theCommunication Workers Union (CWU) fears about 200,000 BT call-centrejobs being "exported" to India.

As a Public and Commercial Services Union (PCS) representative forcivil service members at the Criminal Records Bureau (CRB), I sharethose concerns and thought that your readers might be interested toknow that, via a late amendment to the Criminal Justice Bill that iscurrently passing through Parliament, the Home Office is seeking toamend the primary legislation behind the bureau to allow, for the firsttime, the private sector to access criminal record information held onthe police national computer.

Not only would this amendment allow for the wholesale privatisation ofthe bureau's work, but it would also allow for this work to be done bythird-party contractors outside the UK.

The CRB's current private sector partner, Capita Group plc, alreadyuses a third-party contractor in Chennai, India, to do data-processingwork for the bureau and has also employed computer programmers andanalysts from the Indian sub-continent to develop computer systems forthe CRB.

If this amendment is passed, there will be nothing to prevent furtherCRB civil service work being done outside the UK. This raises severaldata-protection and national-security issues and would have seriousrepercussions for public sector workers and British citizens alike. Assuch, the PCS is actively lobbying the Home Office, MPs and others towithdraw these proposals.

LIAM O'DONNELL

PCS representative

Criminal Records Bureau

Liverpool.

Cost of checks at criminal records bureau to double.

By Alan Travis Home affairs editor.
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Charges for vetting checks by the troubled criminal records bureau areto be more than doubled from July as part of an attempt to make thepublic-private partnership project self-financing within four years.

The Home Office also announced yesterday that a further £19m oftaxpayers' money is to be spent enabling the CRB to carry out promisedchecks on 400,000 healthcare staff, including care home and agencynurses, working with the elderly and vulnerable from this October.

These checks, to be phased in over nine months, were shelved inNovember when it became clear the CRB could not cope. But the CRB'sdirector, John O'Brien, said yesterday that no date could yet be setfor introduction of the government's plan to bring in basic checks onthe backgrounds of all the 10 million people who - in all forms ofemployment - change jobs every year.

The CRB is run as a public-private partnership between the Home Officeand the company Capita, which was fined £1.8m this year for the fiascoof checks on new teachers last autumn, which resulted in thousands ofchildren being sent home.

Mr O'Brien said yesterday that the CRB was now processing 41,000applications a month for "standard" and the more detailed "enhanced"level checks for those who worked with children and vulnerable people.The backlog of applications has fallen from 75,000 to 9,348.

He said the fees would rise from a flat rate of £12 to £24 for thestandard checks and £29 for the enhanced checks.

At the same time, target times for completion of the checks are to beextended, with turnaround for 90% of standard applications doubling totwo weeks and that for 90% of enhanced applications rising from threeto four weeks.

The home secretary, David Blunkett, said yesterday: "The CRB'sperformance in recent months has improved dramatically, and I ampleased that checks on healthcare workers can now be introduced. TheCRB is on the road to recovery."

But the Liberal Democrat MP Paul Burstow said the government wasforcing the CRB's customers and the taxpayer to bail out a flawedpublic finance initiative project.

"Doubling the fees will hit schools, care homes and charities hardest,when they are already struggling with cash shortages. The fact that thetaxpayer has to bail out the CRB to the tune of £19m this year demandsthat heads must roll."

Mr Burstow said Capita had already been paid an extra £8.4m to putthings right.

"I doubt that this debacle of increased fees will be the last we hearof this crippled PFI project. It looks likely customers and taxpayerswill be forced to dig deep yet again before 2007."

Fees to double as checks on carers begin CRIMINAL RECORDS BUREAU. 

By BOB SHERWOOD. 
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The embattled Criminal Records Bureau is doubling its fees as it gears up to begin processing delayed checks on healthcare workers, the Home Office said yesterday. 

The bureau, which endured criticism for failing to process checks on teachers in time for the start of the school year in September last year, will put up its prices next month just as it appears to be getting a grip on its backlog. 

David Blunkett, the home secretary, said the bureau would begin the delayed records checks for care home and nursing agency staff in the autumn. 

New regulations mean all existing and prospective care home and nursing agency workers must be vetted. 

The introduction of checks for healthcare workers was postponed last November because the CRB could not handle the sheer volume of applications. 

Mr Blunkett said the bureau, which has continually failed to meet targets since it began work last March, had more than doubled its capacity to process criminal record checks to 60,000 a week. 

But the improvement will come at a price. From July, standard checks will cost £24 per person, up from £12. Enhanced checks will cost £29. 

Although individuals are responsible for paying the fees themselves, the Home Office acknowledged that many companies reimbursed their staff. 

The bureau, based in Liverpool, was set up to provide greater protection for children and vulnerable adults by increasing checks on teachers and healthcare workers. 

Capita, the listed private sector company, was awarded the £400m contract for parts of the agency over 10 years. 

Mr Blunkett said: "The new fee levels still represent good value for money given the significantly increased level of protection provided by the disclosure service." 

The Home Office said the number of applications more than three weeks old had been reduced to 16,347 by the middle of last month - compared with a backlog of more than 100,000 last October. 

"The CRB is on the road to recovery and is making consistent, steady progress," said Mr Blunkett. 

Checks on existing care home and domiciliary care agency staff must be completed by the end of next June. Checks on existing nursing agency staff will start next spring. 

From October, criminal record checks will be needed before new healthcare workers can start their jobs. 
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Ch arges for vetting checks by the troubled criminal records bureau areto be more than doubled from July as part of an attempt to make thepublic-private partnership project self-financing within four years.

The Home Office also announced yesterday that a further £19m oftaxpayers' money is to be spent enabling the CRB to carry out promisedchecks on 400,000 healthcare staff from this October.

These checks, to be phased in over nine months, were shelved inNovember when it became clear the CRB could not cope. But the CRB'sdirector, John O'Brien, said yesterday that no date could yet be setfor introduction of the plan to bring in basic checks on thebackgrounds of all the 10 million people who - in all forms ofemployment - change jobs every year.

The CRB is run as a partnership between the Home Office and Capita,which was fined £1.8m this year for the fiasco of checks on newteachers last autumn.

Mr O'Brien said yesterday that the CRB was now processing 41,000applications a month for "standard" and the more detailed "enhanced"checks for those who worked with children and vulnerable people.

The fees would rise from a flat rate of £12 to £24 for standard checksand £29 for enhanced checks. Target times for completion of the checksare to be extended, with turnaround for 90% of standard applicationsdoubling to two weeks and that for 90% of enhanced applications risingfrom three to four weeks.

£19m bail-out to rescue criminal record office.

By Richard Ford, Home Correspondent.
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THE cost of background checks on people working with children and othervulnerable groups is to double as part of the government drive to dealwith a crisis at the Criminal Records Bureau (CRB).

Ministers are also to give the bureau an emergency £19 million to helpwith the problems. But the service offered to the public is to belowered after the bureau admitted yesterday that orginal targets forproducing checks had been "overly optimistic".

Postponed checks for 420,000 care home and nursing agency staff willstart in November but no date has been set for the start of a plannedbasic criminal check for the ten million people who change jobs eachyear.

As the Home Office announced that the cost of the standard and enhancedcriminal check is to rise from £12 each to £24 and £29 respectively,figures showed the extent of the bureau's failings.

A written Parliamentary answer to Paul Burstow, a Liberal Democrat MP,showed that the bureau failed to meet its targets for issuing checksbetween August and March.

Only 19.4 per cent of standard disclosures were issued within one weekagainst at target of 95 per cent and only 52.4 per cent of enhanceddisclosure were issued within three weeks against a target of 90 percent. Yesterday's announcement of the increase in fees could mean somechecks for people working with children and vulnerable people costingas much as £50 because of charges imposed by organisations doingpaperwork before passing the application to the bureau.

The decision to increase the fees while lowering the service to thepublic was condemned by the Liberal Democrats. Mr Burstow said: "Havingmade a balls-up of the CRB, the Government is now forcing its customersand the taxpayer to bail out the flawed PFI (Private FinanceInitiative) project.

"Doubling the fees will hit schools, care homes and charities hardestwhen they are already struggling with cash shortages. The fact thetaxpayer has to bail out the CRB to the tune of £19 million this yeardemands that heads must roll."

He blamed disastrous planning, bad decisions and hopelessimplementation that could be traced back to Home Office ministers andCapita, the private sector firm involved in the operation.

Capita has been fined £1.8 million for its failings but has been paidan extra £8.4 million because the Government made sudden changes to theterms of the contract.

Mr Burstow said: "The decision to shift the goalposts on turnaroundtimes for checks is yet further evidence that the CRB is drowning inpaper and unable to cope."

The bureau has changed its target time for issuing checks to thoseworking with the vulnerable. It is now promising to issue 90 per centof enhanced checks, for those such as doctors in contact with children,within four weeks rather than the present three weeks. The bureau ispromising 90 per cent of standard checks, for those working withchildren but without close contact, within two weeks instead of thepresent one week.

There are also plans further to ease the burden on the bureau by makingoutside agencies responsible for checking the identity of applicantsfor a criminal check.

The outside organisation will be legally liable if an error is made andsomeone slips through the net.

David Blunkett, the Home Secretary, said that the performance of thebureau had improved sharply in recent months. "The CRB is on the roadto recovery and is making consistent, steady progress," he said in astatement annoucing the price rise for checks, which comes into forceon July 1. He defended the doubling of the price as representing "goodvalue for money".

The decision to increase costs was criticised by the voluntary sectorand agencies recruiting teachers. Anita Mitchell, chief executive ofGo-Teaching, a supply teacher agency, said: "If we look at the detailsurrounding it, it is ironic as the CRB will providing a worse service,yet charging more. Not only has the price doubled, but we have justreceivedclarification that VAT will also be liable on the full amount,which will increase the impact."

THE BUREAU'S UPS AND DOWNS

1.75 million enhanced and standard disclosures issued by end of May.CRB had estimated 3.2 million would be issued year to end of April

Launch of basic disclosure for all employees, planned for this summer,postponed indefinitely

16,000 applications were beyond the three-week target on May 16

Backlog of applications down from record 103,000 to 9,348; backlog tobe cleared by the end of June

CRB issuing 35,000 to 40,000 checks a week, compared with 24,500 a weekin August

(c) Times Newspapers Ltd, 2003.
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Charges for vetting checks by the troubled criminal records bureau areto be more than doubled from July as part of an attempt to make thepublic-private partnership project self-financing within four years.

The Home Office also announced yesterday that a further £19m oftaxpayers' money is to be spent enabling the CRB to carry out promisedchecks on 400,000 healthcare staff, including care home and agencynurses, working with the elderly and vulnerable from this October.

These checks, to be phased in over nine months, were shelved inNovember when it became clear the CRB could not cope. But the CRB'sdirector, John O'Brien, said yesterday that no date could yet be setfor introduction of the government's plan to bring in basic checks onthe backgrounds of all the 10 million people who - in all forms ofemployment - change jobs every year.

The CRB is run as a public-private partnership between the Home Officeand the company Capita, which was fined £1.8m this year for the fiascoof checks on new teachers last autumn, which resulted in thousands ofchildren being sent home.

Mr O'Brien said yesterday that the CRB was now processing 41,000applications a month for "standard" and the more detailed "enhanced"level checks for those who worked with children and vulnerable people.The backlog of applications has fallen from 75,000 to 9,348.

He said the fees would rise from a flat rate of £12 to £24 for thestandard checks and £29 for the enhanced checks.

At the same time, target times for completion of the checks are to beextended, with turnaround for 90% of standard applications doubling totwo weeks and that for 90% of enhanced applications rising from threeto four weeks.

The home secretary, David Blunkett, said yesterday: "The CRB'sperformance in recent months has improved dramatically, and I ampleased that checks on healthcare workers can now be introduced. TheCRB is on the road to recovery."

But Liberal Democrat MP Paul Burstow said the government was forcingthe CRB's customers and the taxpayer to bail out a flawed publicfinance initiative project.

"Doubling the fees will hit schools, care homes and charities hardest,when they are already struggling with cash shortages. The fact that thetaxpayer has to bail out the CRB to the tune of £19m this year demandsthat heads must roll."

Mr Burstow said Capita had already been paid an extra £8.4m to putthings right.

"I doubt that this debacle of increased fees will be the last we hearof this crippled PFI project. It looks likely customers and taxpayerswill be forced to dig deep yet again before 2007."

Probation service 'failed to vet recruits'.

By Alan Travis Home affairs editor.
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A London probation service director has been sent home on special leaveafter it emerged that no vetting checks have been carried out on 300new recruits to the service to see if they any have a criminal past.

The human resources director, Richard Mycroft, will not be at workafter John Powls, London's chief probation officer, ordered thatfast-track checks with the troubled criminal records bureau, the policeand other agencies be undertaken urgently to clear the new traineeprobation officers to work with offenders.

It is believed that the Home Office took the situation so seriouslythat it considered suspending the 300 recruits pending backgroundchecks. But it has decided that each will undergo a risk assessment andwill only work under the supervision of a fully qualified probationofficer. They are not expected to undertake home visits to offenders.

The Home Office confirmed last night that an investigation was underway in the London area of the probation service.

A spokesman said: "This is clearly an issue of concern and we commendthe swift action that has been taken since it came to light."

It is believed the problem is confined to the London area.

The probation service is undergoing a period of rapid expansion as thegovernment tries to develop rigorous community penalties as analternative to prison. An extra 2,000 staff have been taken on to swellthe service's numbers to nearly 18,000.

The problem comes on top of a difficulty with the background checkingof probation administrative assistants when it emerged at Christmasthat they had been left out of the list of occupations whose recruitsneeded CRB clearance.

Commons written answers published yesterday hinted that the charges forstandard and enhanced checks made through the CRB will rise from £12 toup to £35 each to finance its rescue plan.

Criminal records error costs taxpayer £8m.

By Richard Ford Home Correspondent.
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The Government has been forced to pay the private firm running theCriminal Records Bureau more than £8 million after making suddenchanges to the terms of its contract.

Ministers disclosed the figure last night only days after telling MPsthat Capita, the business services group, had been fined almost £2million for its failings in providing criminal checks on people workingwith the vulnerable.

The latest figures indicate for the first time the extent of publicmoney being used to deal with the crisis that has engulfed theMerseyside-based bureau since its disastrous launch last year.

More than £2 million was paid to Capita by the Government after a HomeOffice decision that applications for the criminal records check shouldbe paper-based, rather than by telephone.

The paper-based system was one of the reasons why a huge backlog ofapplications built up, which led to thousands of them being sent forprocessing to a firm based near Madras in India.

The original business plan had envisaged staff at Capita taking downdetails over the telephone and keying them into the computer, but thefirm said that more than 50 per cent of paper application forms werenot completed properly.

A Capita source said: "We raised our concerns with our client, the HomeOffice and the Criminal Records Bureau, but they were ignored."

The new figures were revealed in a written answer yesterday to theLiberal Democrats. Paul Burstow, MP for Sutton and Cheam, said lastnight: "Taxpayers deserve an apology from the Home Secretary for theever-growing list of cock ups, the secret ministerial pacts and therocketing costs that are only now just starting to come to light.

"From start to finish the Criminal Records Bureau has been a hastilyintroduced and overly expensive bureaucratic nightmare, limping alongbecause of ham fisted ministerial blundering. There is no excuse forsheer incompetence. Despite this fiasco of an agency, no one has beenheld to account. The officials involved in the initial planning andinception of the CRB should step down."

The decision to disclose the sums comes after the Home Office hadrefused to provide any information on the ground that it was"commercially confidential".

Relations between Capita and the Government have been seriously damagedby difficulties at the bureau. The firm has insisted that it will notabandon the ten-year deal to operate the bureau, but there is littletrust between officials and the Home Office.

The Government has abandoned indefinitely plans to introduce criminalrecords checks for the ten million people who change jobs each year.

Even if the basic check is introduced, it is expected to cost up tothree times the current £12 because ministers have dropped plans toallow the public to apply direct to the bureau.

Capita said: "Whilst Capita incurred some £1.8 million in servicecredits and liquidated damages, the CRB has been obliged to pay Capitaan additional £8.4 million up to the end of January."

(c) Times Newspapers Ltd, 2003.
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The Government has been forced to pay the private firm running theCriminal Records Bureau more than £8 million after making suddenchanges to the terms of its contract.

Ministers disclosed the figure last night only days after telling MPsthat Capita, the business services group, had been fined almost £2million for its failings in providing criminal checks on people workingwith the vulnerable.

The latest figures indicate for the first time the extent of publicmoney being used to deal with the crisis that has engulfed theMerseyside-based bureau since its disastrous launch last year.

More than £2 million was paid to Capita by the Government after a HomeOffice decision that applications for the criminal records check shouldbe paper-based, rather than by telephone.

The paper-based system was one of the reasons why a huge backlog ofapplications built up, which led to thousands of them being sent forprocessing to a firm based near Madras in India.

The original business plan had envisaged staff at Capita taking downdetails over the telephone and keying them into the computer, but thefirm said that more than 50 per cent of paper application forms werenot completed properly.

A Capita source said: "We raised our concerns with our client, the HomeOffice and the Criminal Records Bureau, but they were ignored."

The new figures were revealed in a written answer yesterday to theLiberal Democrats. Paul Burstow, MP for Sutton and Cheam, said lastnight: "Taxpayers deserve an apology from the Home Secretary for theever-growing list of cock ups, the secret ministerial pacts and therocketing costs that are only now just starting to come to light.

"From start to finish the Criminal Records Bureau has been a hastilyintroduced and overly expensive bureaucratic nightmare, limping alongbecause of ham fisted ministerial blundering. There is no excuse forsheer incompetence. Despite this fiasco of an agency, no one has beenheld to account. The officials involved in the initial planning andinception of the CRB should step down."

The decision to disclose the sums comes after the Home Office hadrefused to provide any information on the ground that it was"commercially confidential".

Relations between Capita and the Government have been seriously damagedby difficulties at the bureau. The firm has insisted that it will notabandon the ten-year deal to operate the bureau, but there is littletrust between officials and the Home Office.

The Government has abandoned indefinitely plans to introduce criminalrecords checks for the ten million people who change jobs each year.

Even if the basic check is introduced, it is expected to cost up tothree times the current £12 because ministers have dropped plans toallow the public to apply direct to the bureau.

Capita said: "Whilst Capita incurred some £1.8 million in servicecredits and liquidated damages, the CRB has been obliged to pay Capitaan additional £8.4 million up to the end of January."

(c) Times Newspapers Ltd, 2003.
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THE company at the centre of the shambles that has engulfed theCriminal Records Bureau has been fined almost £2 million for itsfailings.

Ministers disclosed the figure last night after the Liberal Democratscomplained to the Parliamentary Ombudsman over the Government's failureto provide details of the penalties paid by Capita, the privatecompany.

The penalties include more than £1.1 million for Capita's failure tomeet the three-week turnround time in processing crucial criminalchecks for teachers and others working closely with children andvulnerable adults.

Matthew Taylor, the Liberal Democrat Treasury spokesman, said: "Thefact that ministers have already clawed back £1.8 million in penaltiesshows what a monumental failure the Criminal Records Bureau has been.

"This contract was a botched job for which the Government and privatesector must share equal blame. To make matters worse, the contract andpenalties incurred under it have been shrouded in secrecy. Taxpayersdeserve an apology from the Home Secretary and from Capita for thethousands of criminal record checks that have been delayed or lost andthe misery that has been caused to so many people."

The decision to disclose the penalties came after the Home Office hadrepeatedly refused to provide any information on the ground that it was"commercially confidential". But Lord Falconer of Thoroton, QC, theminister with responsibility for the Merseyside-based bureau, hasdecided that it is no longer in the public interest to keep the sumssecret.

The disclosure is the latest blow for Capita, which has been at thecentre of controversy since the bureau's catastrophic launch. A hugebacklog of applications built up which led to tens of thousands ofapplications being sent for processing to a firm in Madras.

The scale of the crisis forced the Government to abandon indefinitelyplans to introduce criminal record checks for the ten million peoplewho change jobs each year.

Even if the basic check is introduced, it is expected to cost up tothree times the current £12 because ministers are to drop plans toallow the public to apply directly for a check. Instead, applicationswill be processed by an organisation such as an employment bureau orchamber of commerce. A summary of a report into the bureau said that itsoon became clear after the much delayed March 2002 launch date that"both the systems and processes were inadequate to cope with demand,and a backlog of applications built up. Operational difficulties wereaggravated by pressures of vetting all new teachers prior to the startof the new school year."

A recovery package will include renegotiating the £450 million contractwith Capita. There is speculation that the company may pull outaltogether.

Prison Service merger, page 10
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People working with children in the national health service will not bechecked by police, in an attempt to ease the growing chaos at theCriminal Records Bureau (CRB).

The Department for Education has already dropped plans to vet classroomhelpers to ease a backlog of 35,000 checks. Now the Government hasintroduced plans to ease into legislation on foundation hospitals theobligation to run checks on new staff.

Paediatricians, children's nurses, health visitors, midwives and childpsychologists will be among those whom managers will be able to employwithout running checks, if they have come from an agency or a previousemployer where they believe checks were in place.

Last year the Home Office was forced to abandon checks on nursing homeand care-home staff as the CRB proved unable to handle the demand."Enhanced" checks on those working with vulnerable people have provedmore complicated than expected. Ministers are renegotiating £450mcontract with Capita, the company that runs the CRB. The Observer.
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An often-overlooked dimension to reports on the Criminal RecordsBureau's problems (News, last week) is its impact on voluntary andcommunity groups and the millions of people who volunteer their time,often with the most vulnerable people in society. We urge theGovernment to ensure that record checks are free for people who freelygive their time, but to put far more stress on good practice inmanaging volunteers who work with the vulnerable.

Merlin Sibley

The National Centre

for Volunteering

London N1.

Policy and Politics - Private firm may access criminal records.
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David Blunkett is seeking special powers to allow the staff of aprivate company access to the police and criminal records of millionsof applicants for teaching, social work and voluntary posts.

The home secretary has tabled amendments this week to the criminaljustice bill aimed at giving Capita, the company running the criminalrecords bureau under a £940m contract, the right to process thecompulsory vetting of applications for millions of jobs.

The move was condemned by the Public and Commercial Union yesterday asa "short-term fix to get the government out of trouble" after thefailure of the criminal records bureau, which was unable to cope withthe volume of work.

Thousands of teachers were unable to start their jobs last autumnbecause the agency could not process their applications in time. Otherwork, such as the vetting of care workers, had to be postponed.

The amendment gives Mr Blunkett the right to delegate "as he thinksfit" to Capita, and any other private company that might bid for thebureau, powers to access the police national computer (PNC) to vetapplications.

The bill also imposes new penalties, including fines of up to £1,000and a year's imprisonment, if staff are caught leaking information theyhave obtained on applicants.

A PCS spokesman said yesterday that the Home Office's decision wouldblur the distinction between civil servants and private staff. Civilservants have to be vetted before they can access the PNC. Thespokesman added: "There is a real concern that private staff might sellthe information or use it for other purposes."

The Home Office rejected suggestions that staff would leak informationon individuals. A spokeswoman said: "Capita does vet its staff so thisshould not be a problem."

She said Mr Blunkett had decided to give new powers to Capita after anindependent report earlier this year recommended changes in the bureau.

NHS workers to escape criminal record checks.

By Martin Bright, Home Affairs Editor.
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TENS of thousands of people working with children in the NHS will notbe checked by police, in an attempt to ease the growing chaos at theCriminal Records Bureau.

The Department for Educa tion has already been forced to drop plans tovet volunteer classroom helpers to ease a total backlog of 35,000checks. Now the Government has quietly introduced plans to ease intolegislation on foundation hospitals the obligation to run checks on newstaff. Paediatricians, specialist children's nurses, health visitors,midwives and child psychologists working in the health service will allbe affected.

NHS managers will now be able to employ staff without running checks,if they have come from an agency or a previous employer where theybelieve checks were in place.

Last November, the Home Office was forced to abandon checks on nursinghome and care home staff as the CRB proved unable to handle thedemand.

'Enhanced' checks on people working closely with the most vulnerable insociety have proved more complicated than expected. The CRB has beenforced to concentrate on teachers' checks to avoid a repeat of lastyear's fiasco, when schools across the country were forced to abandonthe start of the school year because the CRB had failed to deliver ontime.

The CRB makes no money from 'enhanced' checks, which involveresearching the full background of potential employees, including theuse of police intelligence reports. Originally it was hoped thatprofits would be made from 'basic' checks on the millions of people whochange jobs every year. These were due to be introduced this summer,but the Home Office has now admitted that it has shelved basic checksindefinitely.

Ministers are now renegotiating the £450 million contract with Capita,which stands to lose heavily on the CRB. Insiders say there is everychance that the company will pull out altogether, leaving civilservants to pick up the pieces.

Lord Falconer, the Home Office Minister responsible, is faced with twooptions: asking Chancellor Gordon Brown to extend the five-yearpay-back period during which the CRB is expected to break even, orincreasing the fees for each check.

Given that the Treasury is believed to be furious about the chaos atthe CRB, it is likely that customers will be left to foot the bill. TheHome Office confirmed that the fees were being reviewed, but would notconfirm claims that they would have to rise from £12 to £35.

The Liberal Democrat MP Paul Burstow, who published a report on the CRBlast month, said: 'The CRB was set up as one of the pillars of oursystem for safeguarding vulnerable people. Because of incompetence insetting it up, ... it is letting down thousands of vulnerable people.'

Harry Fletcher of the probation union Napo said: 'I predicted fouryears ago that the CRB would turn out to be a re-run of the ChildSupport Agency fiasco and I am sad to say I been proved right.

'The Government has three options: a bail-out, a huge rise in fees fororganisations that can little afford it, or a further reduction in thenumber of checks. Any way you look at it this is a disaster.'

Meanwhile Capita faced further criticism over uncompetitive practicesin schools, where it provides 90 per cent of administrative software.Last week the company was forced by the Office of Fair Trading to signan agreement to open up its systems to other software manufacturers.

Private firm to be given access to police database.

By David Hencke Westminster correspondent.

401 words

Publication date: 9 May 2003

Source: The Guardian

Page: 10

© Copyright 2003.  The Guardian.  All rights reserved.

David Blunkett is seeking special powers to allow the staff of aprivate company access to the police and criminal records of millionsof applicants for teaching, social work and voluntary posts.

The home secretary has tabled amendments this week to the criminaljustice bill aimed at giving Capita, the company running the criminalrecords bureau under a £940m contract, the right to process thecompulsory vetting of applications for millions of jobs.

The move was condemned by the Public and Commercial Union yesterday asa "short-term fix to get the government out of trouble" after thefailure of the criminal records bureau, which was unable to cope withthe volume of work.

Thousands of teachers were unable to start their jobs last autumnbecause the agency could not process their applications in time.

Other work, such as the vetting of care workers, had to be postponedbecause the agency could not cope.

The amendment gives Mr Blunkett the right to delegate "as he thinksfit" to Capita, and any other private company that might bid for thebureau, powers to access the police national computer (PNC) to vetapplications.

The bill also imposes new penalties, including fines of up to £1,000and a year's imprisonment, if staff are caught leaking information theyhave obtained on applicants.

A spokesman for PCS said yesterday that the Home Office's decisionwould blur the distinction between civil servants and private staff.Civil servants have to be vetted before they can access the PNC.

The spokesman added: "There is a real concern that private staff mightsell the information or use it for other purposes."

The Home Office rejected suggestions that private staff would leakinformation on individuals.

A spokeswoman said: "Capita does vet its staff so this should not be aproblem."

She said that David Blunkett had decided to give new powers to Capitaafter an independent report by the millionaire Patrick Carter earlierthis year recommended changes in the bureau so that it could cope withits job.

The published summary of the Carter report said: "Both the systems andprocesses were inadequate to cope with demand and a backlog ofapplications built up.

" Operational difficulties were aggravated by pressures of vetting allnew teachers prior to the start of the new school year."

Honest and law-abiding people are sitting ducks for petty authority totarget - Comment - Opinion.
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There is a systemic problem with British bureaucracy which I believe iseating away at our respect for authority. We have created a system thatis programmed to operate in a manner that defies fairness and justice.

Consider the case of Mary Martin. Although born in the United States,she has lived in Britain for 54 of her 56 years. When she applied forBritish citizenship, after the death of her mother two years ago, shewas turned down and given a few days to leave the country or bedeported.

The Home Office found it easier to pick on this unsuspecting Suffolkgrandmother than to deport the failed asylum-seekers that disappearinto the netherworld of black-market employment and unregisteredaccommodation.

Mary Martin's experience is not an isolated episode of bureaucracy gonemad: it is an increasingly typical example of the authorities' tendencyto pick on the easy case, to target the law-abiding rather than thegenuinely delinquent. The blows of bureaucracy rain down in asystematic pattern of unfairness and injustice.

Consider the draft regulations that threaten independent schools. Thesmallest community schools will be subject to an intensive inspectionregime covering such matters as sound insulation, acoustics, lighting,heating and ventilation. The compliance costs will shut down existingschools and ensure that new ones are never opened. The irony is thatsuch regulations do not guarantee positive outcomes. Only this year theAudit Commission issued a warning that schools built under the PrivateFinance Initiative (PFI) are significantly poorer in terms of space,heating and lighting than new publicly funded schools. But of course itis easier to pick on neighbourhood schools than to sort out thetop-level mismanagement of the PFI programme.

Even in matters as mundane as parking restrictions, it is easier toslap a ticket on the security patrol van hired by desperate residentsto restore order to their lives than it is to tow away a stolen cardumped in the middle of a housing estate. The former is achieved inminutes, the latter in months.

In each of these three very different cases there is a link. Those whomthe authorities target have three things in common. First, they are notvery powerful - they are ordinary individuals and families, or smallbusinesses and community groups. Secondly, they are easy to get at -through their property, livelihoods and reputations. These are sittingducks as far as the authorities are concerned.

Thirdly, they are law-abiding and honest, if not positivelypublic-spirited; their instinct is to obey rules or, if they slip up,to take their punishment meekly.

But just as there are easy cases, so there are hard cases - as we cansee in our three examples: the powerful political, bureaucratic andcorporate interests responsible for the poor performance of so many PFIprojects; the illegal immigrant who disappears off the official radar;or the drug-abusing petty criminal who couldn't care less what happensto the car he just dumped, which he probably stole anyway.

So we have three kinds of hard case - the powerful, the invisible andthe uncivilised. They all make life difficult for those in authority,which is why the easy cases, who are neither powerful nor invisible noruncivilised, present a more attractive target. We have arrived at aposition where the easy-case syndrome is not even always an unintendedbyproduct of regulation - increasingly the pursuit of the easy case isbecoming a positive intention of government.

The easy case provides the State with an easy way of being seen to dosomething.

How much easier to subject schools and charities to the bureaucraticdisaster area that is the Criminal Records Bureau than to track downthe real paedophile.

The tendency of bureaucracy to deal with the easy rather than the hardcase has been exacerbated by new Labour's penchant for targets andindicators. It is easier to meet targets for crime clear-up rates byconcentrating on traffic offences than the lawlessness of gangs thatterrorise council estates.

The system is out of balance. And so we have to ask how much more theeasy cases can take. The weight of authority is sliding on to theirbacks, and that weight increases with every new law and every new tax.If this continues there will come a point at which those that respectthe law respect it no longer. And at that point our society will be inserious trouble.

Things have come to a pretty pass when a Shadow Home Secretary has topreach the virtues of proportionate response. But things have come tothat pass - and I am preaching precisely that doctrine. We need, withsome speed and resolution, to rebalance the system of the State so thatits weight bears down more heavily on the lawless than on the just.

(c) Times Newspapers Ltd, 2003.
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The agency set up to protect children and vulnerable adults from sexoffenders is putting their lives at risk by failing to process checksquickly enough, the Liberal Democrats claimed this week.

The £400m criminal records bureau has a backlog of 35,667 queries after"drowning in paper" since going live in March last year.

About 700,000 checks have been postponed and staff working in carehomes will not be checked until October 2004.

Paul Burstow, the Lib Dem spokesman for older people, published adossier of evidence on the Home Office's disastrous launch of theagency, which became paralysed by the demand for checks on teacherslast year.

The murders of Holly Wells and Jessica Chapman led to pressure for allschool staff to be vetted in addition to being screened by the DfES.This demand led to 7,000 teachers awaiting clearance when the autumnterm began and thousands of children missing the start of school.

Calling for the resignation of officials responsible, he said theagency had completed 57% less criminal record checks in its first yearthan planned: 1.5m against 3.3m.

Fees to the people requiring a check could now rise from £12 to £35 tomake up a £100m shortfall, Mr Burstow added.

Ministers should have realised the extent of the problems, he said. "Byallowing it to go live they have put lives at risk."

The MP for Sutton and Cheam added: "Just yesterday, the Department ofHealth announced it will now not expect checks on people's criminalrecords for those working in care homes since before April 1 2002 untilOctober 2004.

"These are staff who have day-to-day intimate contact with frail andvulnerable people."

The remaining flaws left the system at risk of a further "fiasco" thisyear.

"Fatal flaws in the system that led to last year's teacher checkingfiasco are still unresolved. It may already be too late to avertanother shambles this year."

The Home Office confirmed that the number of applications outstandingafter three weeks, the target turnaround time, was 35,997.

A spokesman added that, on average, 40,000 disclosures are completedeach week, compared with 24,500 last August.

Schools fear fiasco in vetting teachers.

By Ben Russell Political Correspondent.
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HEADTEACHERS say last autumn's criminal records vetting fiasco, whichleft thousands of children without a teacher, is unresolved.

Schools across the country were still waiting for checks on staff thatshould have been completed last September David Hart, general secretaryof the National Association of Head Teachers, said yesterday.

He warned of continued problems with the Criminal Records Bureau (CRB)as Liberal Democrats outlined a catalogue of failures in the creationof the £400m agency and called for ministers and senior officials toresign.

But a Home Office spokesman insisted the CRB's performance had improvedsharply. He said an average 40,000 checks were being made each week,compared with 24,500 last August, adding: "The CRB has made somesignificant improvements in recent months and is in a stable positionnow."

This was disputed by Paul Burstow, a Liberal Democrat frontbencher, whoclaimed ministers were now renegotiating their contract with Capita,the private-sector contractor taken on to set up and operate the CRB'scomputer system.

Mr Burstow said: "Fatal flaws in the system that led to last year'steacher checking fiasco are still unresolved," Mr Hart said: "I'm notconfident that Capita have sorted this out yet. I can't be confidentbecause I am still being told by heads in May 2003 that they are stillwaiting for clearance from autumn 2002."

Mr Burstow added that carers working in homes since before 1 April 2002would not be vetted until October 2004. "These are staff who haveday-to-day intimate contact with vulnerable people."

Features - Letter to the Editor - I want to help - but I'm treated likea criminal.
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SIR - Having recently retired, I decided I would like to undertake somevoluntary work, so when a friend asked me to help out at a day carecentre for elderly people once a week I was happy to assist.

On my second visit there I was presented with a pile of forms to becompleted, asking for a good deal of personal information, and thenames and addresses of two referees. I found these forms daunting - Ionly wanted to help some elderly folk once a week - but decided I wouldcomply.

My referees were contacted and I thought no more about the matter untilI returned from a recent holiday and found among my mail my"disclosure" document from the Criminal Records Bureau.

All the information about me at the top of this form is correct, butunder the Police Records of Convictions is someone with the sameChristian names as me but a completely different surname to my marriedor maiden name, and with a different date of birth. This person wasconvicted of theft in 1993, and their details appear on my disclosureform, a copy of which has also been sent to Somerset County Council. Icontacted the CRB immediately, which said it would look into it.

Yesterday, I received a letter along with forms for me to sign, givingmy permission for the police to take my fingerprints. I am alsorequired to send three photographs of myself, all of this to be done byApril 8.

I am appalled, horrified and very angry and upset. By trying to be agood citizen I find myself in a nightmare scenario, in which I amrequired to prove my innocence, at considerable inconvenience tomyself.

To add insult to injury, on the back of the disclosure form it statesthat "The Criminal Records Bureau is not responsible for any inaccuracywhich may be contained in these records."

So who is? Does no one take responsibility?

Susan Freeman

Draycott, Somerset.
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The extreme incompetence of the Criminal Records Bureau in job vetting,with e400 innocents found iguiltyi' (News, last week) masks a stillgreater danger. The ultimate aim of the CRB to vet everyone no matterhow menial or echild absent' the job. No doubt it will make manysimilar mistakes here, but even when the data is correct theconsequences will be disastrous.

The very purpose of the bureau's certificates is discrimination and sothey will (as many employers operate blanket exclusion) close thelabour market to ex-criminals, condemning them and their children to alife of crime trapped within serial reoffending, thus hurting thepublic who would have otherwise been protected if only work had stayedopen to ex-offenders.

Florence Nightingale said ethe first test of medicine is it does thepatient no harm'. By this measure the first test of a Home Secretary ishe doesn't create crime. Jack Straw and David Blunkett fail this testdisastrously, and only know how to create injustice, social exclusionand more crime.

V. Townley

London N22.
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Hundreds of teachers, carers and volunteers have been wrongly brandedcriminals by the agency set up to prevent paedophiles working withchildren. By last month 400 people referred by prospective employers tothe Criminal Records Bureau for vetting had been "mistakenly matched"with convictions, the Home Office has admitted.

Cases have included a supply teacher whose work dried up after the CRBwrongly described him as a career burglar with convictions for grievousbodily harm. A retired Royal Air Force pilot, vetted when he appliedfor a voluntary job driving for the disabled, was also wrongly accusedof using an alias and having been jailed for theft.

The revelation that hundreds of professionals have had their nameswrongly blackened in connection with other people's crimes will alsoraise concerns over how far the system has erred in missing theconvictions of people who are ex-offenders.

"This is highly alarming, particularly because one would expect on thelaw of averages an equal number of mistakes to be made in the otherdirection," said Andrew Turner, the Conservative MP who extracted thenew figures from the Home Office.

The CRB has had a chequered history since it was set up in 2001 to vetstaff - including teachers, nurses, school governors and charityworkers - working with vulnerable people. It soon became swamped,building up a backlog that prevented schools and nursing agenciesdeploying staff: it is facing compensation claims over the delays of upto £1m from employers, while ministers have been forced to scale backits activities to ensure it can cope with the most urgent tasks.

The figures cover cases where the CRB has passed details on to bechecked against police databases. The Home Office argues that thepolice database is extremely accurate and that mistakes are most likelyto creep in through clerical errors before names reach policecomputers. It said that the mistakes represented only 0.03% of theapplications considered by the CRB. The Observer.

Job vetting agency finds 400 innocents 'guilty'.
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HUNDREDS of teachers, carers and volunteers have been wrongly brandedcriminals by the agency set up to prevent paedophiles working withchildren.

By last month 400 people referred by their prospective employers to theCriminal Records Bureau for vetting had been 'mistakenly matched' withconvictions, the Home Office has admitted.

Cases have included a supply teacher whose work dried up after the CRBwrongly described him as a career burglar with convictions for grievousbodily harm. A retired RAF pilot, vetted when he applied for avoluntary job driving for the disabled, was also wrongly accused ofusing an alias and having been jailed for theft.

The revelation that hundreds of professionals have had their nameswrongly blackened in connection with other people's crimes will alsoraise concerns over how far the system has erred in the other direction- missing the convictions of people who really are ex-offenders.

'This is highly alarming, particularly because one would expect on thelaw of averages an equal number of mistakes to be made in the otherdirection,' said Andrew Turner, the Tory MP who extracted the newfigures from the Home Office.

The CRB has had an extremely chequered history since it was set up in2001 to vet staff - including teachers, nurses, school governors andcharity workers - working with vulnerable people. It quickly becameswamped, building up a backlog that prevented schools and nursingagencies deploying staff: it is facing compensation claims over thedelays of up to £1million from employers, while Ministers have beenforced to scale back its activities to ensure it can cope with the mosturgent tasks.

The figures cover cases where the CRB has passed on details to thepolice, who check them against computer databases. The Home Officeargues that the police database is highly accurate and mistakes aremost likely to creep in through wrongly spelt names or other clericalerrors before the names reach police computers.

The CRB is run by the private company Capita, recently investigated bythe Commons education select committee - of which Turner is a member -over its handling of Individual Learning Accounts, designed to helpadults pay for training, which were scrapped over evidence ofwidespread fraud.

A recent independent review of the CRB's performance warns that 'publicexpectations are possibly unreasonably high and that there needs to bea clear recognition that the process cannot provide completesecurity'.

The Home Office said that the mistakes represented only 0.03 per centof the applications considered by the CRB. It was unable to say howmany people had been refused jobs as a result, but it said applicantsshould automatically receive 'disclosure' statements from the CRB, andcould dispute these if they were wrongly accused of havingconvictions.

But last month information technology teacher Stephen Lee threatened tosue the CRB for lost earnings, insisting it had taken the Bureau fivemonths to accept that he did not have the 40 criminal convictions itclaimed.

Applicants may have to supply fingerprints and produce other evidenceto show they are not the criminal with whom they have been confused.
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By James Meikle Health correspondent.

167 words

Publication date: 18 March 2003

Source: The Guardian

Page: 14

© Copyright 2003.  The Guardian.  All rights reserved.

Security and child protection measures at Great Ormond Streetchildren's hospital in London have been criticised by governmentinspectors.

Staff were seen to leave doors wedged open "on numerous occasions",while people entered clinical areas without being challenged, a reportpublished by the commission for health improvement today says. It addsthat the installation of video-entry systems and wider use of CCTV mustbe matched by a change in attitude by staff to security.

The report recognised problems managers faced because of extensivedelays in child protection checks by the criminal records bureau, butsaid it was unclear how recommendations from child protection reviewswere implemented.

The trust said it had "significantly strengthened" child protectionpolicies over the last 18 months.

* Ambulance staff in Essex are bullied by managers and frustrated bythe periodic removal of equipment without explanation, healthinspectors said last night, writes John Carvel.

More at guardian.co.uk/child.
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SIR - Has government, local or national, nothing better to do thancreate more and more paperwork for

every conceivable section of the community?

The Hampshire Voluntary Care Groups Advisory Service has told us thatthe small group of volunteers in our village who take the elderly, andthose without transport, to the local hospital or doctor's surgery willin effect soon be obliged to cease operating.

Under new legislation it will be necessary for all our drivers to bevetted by the Criminal Records Bureau and provide referees before beingallowed to do their small bit for the community. The forms involved arecomplex and intrusive and will, apparently, take anything up to sixweeks to process.

Quite understandably the mostly retired people who perform thisinvaluable service, giving up their time and paying for their ownpetrol, are not prepared to disclose details of their financial status,copies of birth and marriage certificates.

All of this will just create more work for the bureaucrats and theresult may find its way on to some government database.

The ones to suffer will be the villagers, deprived of their transport,and the

local hospice to which all donations are sent.

Michael Davis

Chilbolton, Hants.
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Weekend - Parents - Checks but no balances New background checks onvolunteers in schools are turning many off, says Rebecca Abrams.

A few weeks ago a woman wrote to Homing Instinct, this section's familyadvice column, worried that she'd been asked to fill in a disclosureform by the school where she'd been working as a volunteer. She lovedhelping out at the school and was torn between very much wanting tocontinue her voluntary work, and very much not wanting to disclose tothe school that she'd once had a conviction for possessing drugs.

She was right to worry. Even though her offence had nothing to do withchildren, even though it had occurred many years previously and was nowlegally "spent", even though she could legitimately tick the "nothingto declare" box in the section of the form asking about convictions,her past would still be checked against police records, informationabout her 19-year-old offence would be found, and would be duly passedon to the school.

All well and good, many parents will say. Isn't this what we want?Rigorous systems for checking out people who may be coming into ourchildren's schools without our knowledge or consent?

Well, maybe. On the other hand, a growing number of volunteers, onbeing asked by schools to be police-checked, are deciding they'd rathernot bother. "I've helped out at my children's school for nearly fouryears, usually for a few hours a week," says mother-of-two JoannaRobinson. Alas, she is now worried that the school will police-checkher. "I've got a small spent conviction - nothing to do with children,drugs or mental illness - but if I had to fill in a full disclosureform, I would definitely have second thoughts about volunteering. Manyof my friends have already said that they won't be helping out again -not because of convictions but because the form-filling and checkingtakes so much time, and they wonder whether it's worth it."

Paul Chandler, headmaster of St James Junior School in Tunbridge Wells,is concerned at such developments. "Most schools couldn't functionwithout their voluntary workers. We've got about 12 at the moment, plusteaching assistants, every one of whom started out as parentvolunteers. I'm in favour of the checking system, but it's reallyimportant we don't get too neurotic about it."

Schools are stuck between a rock and a hard place. How are they tocarry out checks that will reassure parents their children are not atrisk, without putting off potential volunteers and thereby drainingschools of the free support and skills they rely on? Janet Thompson, amother of three, recently volunteered to give extra music lessons ather local primary school in Bristol. "I was told there was no point asterm would be over before the results came through."

In fact, there is no legal obligation to check volunteers, although theDfES "strongly recommends" that all volunteers who regularly work in anunsupervised capacity with children should be checked. Most schools areacutely aware, however, that they have legal responsibilities to thechildren in their care. If things go wrong and headteachers haven't hadvolunteers checked, they can find themselves in a highly vulnerableposition.

"It's a shame if volunteers are being put off, but that's no reason notto check people," says Teresa Mumby, tutor in law at Ruskin Hall inOxford. "If anything, volunteers should be more carefully checked thanemployees because we know that paedophiles are just the kind of peoplelikely to seek out situations in which they'll be alone withchildren."

Andy Forster at Volunteer Development England, the association ofvoluntary workers, disagrees. "This attitude is leading to thecriminalisation of volunteering. There's a world of difference betweenjumping a red light once when you were 20 and being an unconvictedchild molester. But under this belts-and-braces system of checking,both are treated the same. Volunteers are not high-risk. Most childrenare abused in their own homes, not at school."

The real issue, perhaps, is how much risk we're prepared to toleratewhen it comes to our children. Is it sensible or even desirable to aimto eliminate all risk from their lives? Where do we draw the line?Walking to school is a genuine risk in many inner cities, but does thatmean it should be banned? And what about the importance of trust andthe concept of community? Surely these are valuable lessons for ourchildren to learn too? What are we teaching them about the adult worldif we can't even trust that people have innocent motives in offering tohelp out in school?

Volunteers are a vital part of our educational system. If they're notto be put off, the Government needs to be clearer and more consistentabout when and what checks are necessary. Headteachers could also helpby being as candid as possible with volunteers about what the formswill disclose, and what will be done with that informationsubsequently. They need to be more transparent, too, about what is andis not of interest. Knowing from the outset that the school is notgoing to hold it against you if you once smoked pot, or wrote off yourdad's car, would put many would-be volunteers' minds at rest.

With thousands upon thousands of voluntary workers helping out inschools in the UK - and many more if you factor in sports activities -the economic value of this free work is self-evidently vast. Individualparents and schools, as well as the policy makers in Whitehall, mustjudge if a loss of volunteers in schools would equal, or outstrip, thegains in terms of peace of mind.

How it works

All school employees must be police-checked and must disclose anyconvictions, including spent ones.

There is no legal obligation to carry out checks on voluntary workersin schools, but the DfES recommends checks and "strongly recommends"checks where voluntary workers will regularly be working inunsupervised situations with schoolchildren.

If the school decides a check is necessary, you will be asked to fillin a Criminal Records Bureau Disclosure Form. This checks for anyconvictions and cautions, spent or not, as well as warnings and other"police information". Spent convictions do not have to be disclosed onthe form, but will still show up in the checks.

Local authorities also check names against the List 99 register for sexoffences. List 99 checks can be requested by a school without aperson's knowledge or consent.

Under the Rehabiliation of Offenders Act 1974, a conviction isconsidered "spent" after a certain number of years (the length of timedepends on the offence). You cannot normally be rejected for a job onthe grounds of a spent conviction.

Disclosures are not necessary for occasional volunteers, such as anartist who visits a school for a day and is not alone with children, ora parent who accompanies a class on a museum visit.

Criminal vetting for all who change jobs is axed. [CORRECTED]
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Idea shelved in package to tackle crisis at troubled records bureau.

The government's plan to introduce criminal record checks from this summerfor the 10 million people who change jobs each year is to be shelvedindefinitely, it was announced yesterday.

The decision is part of a package of urgent measures, including legislation,designed to put the troubled criminal records bureau back on the road torecovery. An inquiry report published yesterday partly blamed "unreasonablyhigh public expectations" for the bureau's troubles.

Ministers insisted yesterday that the situation at the CRB, run as apublic-private partnership between the Home Office and Capita, has beenstabilised and is under control.

The recovery package will include renegotiating the ?40m contract withCapita. The Home Office minister, Lord Falconer, declined to say yesterdaywhat financial penalties the company faced or how much extra taxpayers'money might now be spent.

Only one CRB executive, the director of operations, Keith Broadbent, hasleft since the scale of the crisis became clear, and he has moved to a moresenior job with the Home Office's immigration and nationality directorate.

The CRB's chief executive, Bernard Herdan, remains in his job, but isexpected to lose his joint role as head of the passport agency. The proposedmerger of the two bodies as the passport and records agency has beendropped.

The recovery package follows the partial publication yesterday of theresults of an inquiry by the millionaire businessman Patrick Carter, whichwas ordered in September when failures at the CRB led to thousands ofschoolchildren being sent home because new teachers had not been vetted.Lord Falconer said the full report was not being published because it was"commercially sensitive".

The published summary of the Carter report says it soon became clear afterthe much-delayed March 2002 launch date that "both the systems and processeswere inadequate to cope with demand, and a backlog of applications built up.Operational difficul ties were aggravated by pressures of vetting all newteachers prior to the start of the new school year."

Mr Carter says although the CRB is processing 45,000 checks a week,comparedwith 20,000 last March, "there is no evidence that the CRB, as it stands,would be be able to cope with the significantly higher levels of demand"that were envisaged in its original targets. The backlog is believed tostand at 51,000.

He says there needs to be a recognition that the CRB system could not copewith the "doubling of demand" if "basic level" vetting checks for the 10million who change jobs every year were to go ahead this summer. Thedecision to postpone such checking, and the income from the ?2 fee for eachone, raises questions as to how the CRB will ever become self-financing.

The government also intends to change the way the "standard" and "enhanced"level checks are done, for those who work with children and vulnerableadults, or other sensitive jobs. These are to get priority.

The Carter report says changes to the police national computer are needed toensure that the CRB includes intelligence information from local policefiles for the "enhanced" checks. For some sensitive jobs, applicants shouldbe required to submit fingerprints.

Legislation is to be introduced as a matter of urgency to ensure thatcompanies and voluntary organisations are unambiguously responsible forvalidating the identity of candidates for vetting, as well as the qualityand completeness of applications to the CRB.

The Liberal Democrat Paul Burstow said the Carter report demonstrated thatthe CRB had descended from farce to fiasco, with ministers left cluelessabout its capacity to cope with the expected doubling of its workload.

Stuart Etherington of the National Council for Voluntary Organisations saidsmaller voluntary organisations would find it difficult to access criminalrecord checks: "The fundamental flaw in this report is that it completelyfails to respond to the needs of the CRB's consumers."

CORRECTION - In a report headed Criminal vetting for all who change jobs isaxed, page 11, February 28, we said, "The CRB's [criminal records bureau's]chief executive, Bernard Herdan, remains in his job, but is expected to losehis joint role as head of the passport agency. The proposed merger of thetwo bodies as the passport and records agency has been dropped." We shouldhave said, "Bernard Herdan who is head of the passport and records agency,and chief executive of both the UK passport service and the criminal recordsbureau, will lose his CRB role now it has been decided it should become aseparate agency."

(G, 3/3/2003)
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The embattled Criminal Records Bureau needs a "radical" overhaul, according to an independent review which reported yesterday that there was "no evidence" it would meet its targets to protect the vulnerable. 

Capita, the listed private sector company awarded the £400m contract for parts of the agency over 10 years, confirmed the terms were being renegotiated but would not disclose the size of its contractual penalties. 

Millionaire businessman Patrick Carter, head of the review, said: "It's going to be a very challenging next two years to get this running at full blast. It will take some time but we think that it will deliver." 

The Liberal Democrats said the Carter report confirmed the CRB project had been "badly botched". 

"The CRB has descended from farce into fiasco," said Paul Burstow, MP, for the party. 

However, Capita said: "The CRB is more effective and efficient than the system it replaced." The company believes widespread simplification will solve the bureau's problems rather than structural reform. 

The bureau, which is based in Liverpool and was established to co-ordinate and increase checks, has failed to meet targets since it began work last March despite several attempts at reorganisation and stream-lining. 

The CRB grabbed headlines when it failed to vet many teachers in time for the start of the September term. The resulting chaos led, in part, to the eventual resignation of Estelle Morris, the education secretary. 

Ten recommendations to improve the bureau's performance included making the bodies such as education or health authorities which use the CRB do a lot more of the initial work ahead of vetting. 

Mr Carter said the bureau itself should also be able to decide which applicants should get the higher "en-hanced" level of disclosure and those which should get "standard" disclosure. 

People who dealt with very vulnerable children should undergo fingerprinting to make absolutely sure of their identity. 

"It's fairly clear just from reading the papers this week that identity fraud is an issue," he added, referring to the case of Derek Bond, wrongly detained on behalf of the FBI. 

The CRB is to become a new executive agency within the Home Office. Until now it has been part of the Passport Agency. 
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News - Labour shake-up exposes criminal records fiasco.
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Home Affairs Editor

THE FULL extent of the fiasco surrounding the launch of the CriminalRecords Bureau was exposed yesterday as the Government said it wouldrenegotiate its £400 million contract with the private sectormanagers.

Ministers have postponed indefinitely the expansion of the checkingsystem to cover all employees and not just those working withvulnerable people such as children and the elderly.

There are doubts over whether the CRB will, as planned, beself-financing since most of its revenue was to come from so-called"basic checks" for which millions of employees would pay about £12each. The Government refused to divulge the cost so far of setting upthe CRB, which ran into trouble shortly after its launch last year whenthousands of teachers waited for weeks before receiving clearance tostart work.

Some schools failed to open at the start of the autumn term while thebacklog was cleared. More than half of teachers are still waiting aboutfive weeks on average to have their records checked, against a targetof three weeks.

Ministers have also postponed requirements for care home staff, agencynurses and school governors to obtain enhanced checks.

An independent review team, chaired by Patrick Carter, a businessman,has recommended a fundamental overhaul of the system, though theGovernment refused to publish its report in full, citing "commercialconfidentiality".

A synoposis said the system, managed by the Capita services company,was unable to cope with the demand and could not, even now, be expandedwithout significant reform. Part of the problem was that there were"unreasonably high" public expectations about what the system wascapable of delivering.

The review made 10 recommendations for change which ministers saidwould be adopted, including placing "unambiguous" responsibility on7,000 registered bodies, many of them in the voluntary sector, toestablish the identities of potential workers before submitting theirdetails for a criminal record check.

Also the CRB will decide which applicants should get the higher"enhanced" level of disclosure, for those in the most sensitive jobs,and which should get "standard".

The Government said a new Home Office agency would be established torun the CRB.

Lord Falconer, Home Office minister, said Capita had been required topay penalties for failing to deliver its contractual requirements.

Millions of personnel checks to be abandoned.

By Nigel Morris Home Affairs Correspondent.
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CHILDREN'S HOME staff and foster parents could be fingerprinted to avoidpaedophiles getting close to vulnerable youngsters in an overhaul of theCriminal Records Bureau.

Plans to check millions of people who move jobs will also be abandoned in aneffort to rescue the bureau from the chaos caused by the backlog of teacherswaiting to be vetted when the school year began in September.

A package of measures, amounting to complete reform of the organisation, wasrecommended to the Home Office in a report by the millionaire troubleshooterPatrick Carter. Mr Carter's review blamed the bureau's problems on "publicexpectations [which] are possibly unreasonably high". And he warned: "Thereneeds to be a clear recognition that the process cannot provide completesecurity."

He called for the Government to consider compulsory fingerprinting, whichwould be cross-checked against police records, for applicants to sensitiveposts with vulnerable children and adults. He said the provision could coverchildren's home staff, foster parents and prospective adopters, but said itwould not apply to teachers.

Mr Carter said: "Fingerprinting is one of the very few ways you can employto get true identity checking."

Lord Falconer of Thoroton, a Home Office minister, said the Government wouldconsult on the proposal, which would require legislation.

Organisations that apply to the records bureau will be responsible forconfirming the identity of applicants. The agency will then be left todecide which applicants would be subject to higher "enhanced" checks forpeople in charge of vulnerable children and adults and which would face the"standard" level, which applies to other adults such as teachers workingwith children. The move has been forced on it because police resources are"tied up" by the costly process of "enhanced" checks.

Meanwhile, the introduction of the lowest-level check, the so-called basicdisclosure, which had been intended for general recruitment, has beenshelved indefinitely.

More checks will be done via computers, rather than relying on paperrecords. The bureau, which is currently part of the Passport and RecordsAgency, will be reconstituted as a free-standing body.

Capita, the company that won the £400m deal to run the bureau, will have itscontract renegotiated. Lord Falconer hinted that the group had beenpenalised because of the teachers fiasco but refused to disclose the amount.

The Home Office said the only senior manager to leave the bureau since thechaos began was Keith Broadbent, its director of operations. He has moved toanother job in the Immigration and Nationality Department of the HomeOffice.

The report by Mr Carter said: "The cost of operating the CRB both within theagency, Capita and local police forces has remained high and there is noevidence that the bureau, as it stands, would be able to cope with thesignificantly higher level of demands which were foreseen in the businessplan."

Lord Falconer said the bureau was doing 40,000 checks a week, 60 per centmore than last summer, and insisted it could be a "long-term strategicsuccess". He added: "The new measures will need careful implementation,which cannot happen overnight. But we are confident they will put the CRB ona firmer foundation."

Criminal vetting for all who change jobs is axed - Idea shelved inpackage to tackle crisis at troubled ...

By Alan Travis Home affairs editor.
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Criminal vetting for all who change jobs is axed - Idea shelved inpackage to tackle crisis at troubled records bureau.

The government's plan to introduce criminal record checks from thissummer for the 10 million people who change jobs each year is to beshelved indefinitely, it was announced yesterday.

The decision is part of a package of urgent measures, includinglegislation, designed to put the troubled criminal records bureau backon the road to recovery. An inquiry report published yesterday partlyblamed "unreasonably high public expectations" for the bureau'stroubles.

Ministers insisted yesterday that the situation at the CRB, run aspublic-private partnership between the Home Office and Capita, has beenstabilised and is under control.

The recovery package will include renegotiating the £940m contract withCapita. The Home Office minister Lord Falconer declined to sayyesterday what financial penalties the company faced or how much extrataxpayers' money might now be spent.

Only one CRB executive, the director of operations, Keith Broadbent,has left since the scale of the crisis became clear, and he has movedto a more senior job with the Home Office's immigration and nationalitydirectorate.

The CRB's chief executive, Bernard Herdan, remains in his job, but isexpected to lose his joint role as head of the passport agency. Theproposed merger of the two bodies as the passport and records agencyhas been dropped.

The recovery package follows the partial publication yesterday of theresults of an inquiry by the millionaire businessman Patrick Carter,which was ordered in September when failures at the CRB led tothousands of schoolchildren being sent home because new teachers hadnot been vetted. Lord Falconer said the full report was not beingpublished because it was "commercially sensitive".

The published summary of the Carter report says it soon became clearafter the much-delayed March 2002 launch date that "both the systemsand processes were inadequate to cope with demand, and a backlog ofapplications built up. Operational difficul ties were aggravated bypressures of vetting all new teachers prior to the start of the newschool year."

Mr Carter says although the CRB is processing 45,000 checks aweek,compared with 20,000 last March, "there is no evidence that theCRB, as it stands, would be be able to cope with the significantlyhigher levels of demand" that were envisaged in its original targets.The backlog is believed to stand at 51,000.

He says there needs to be a recognition that the CRB system could notcope with the "doubling of demand" if "basic level" vetting checks forthe 10 million who change jobs every year were to go ahead this summer.The decision to postpone such checking, and the income from the £12 feefor each one, raises questions as to how the CRB will ever becomeself-financing.

The government also intends to change the way the "standard" and"enhanced" level checks are done, for those who work with children andvulnerable adults, or other sensitive jobs. These are to get priority.

The Carter report says changes to the police national computer areneeded to ensure that the CRB includes intelligence information fromlocal police files for the "enhanced" checks. For some sensitive jobs,applicants should be required to submit fingerprints.

Legislation is to be introduced as a matter of urgency to ensure thatcompanies and voluntary organisations are unambiguously responsible forvalidating the identity of candidates for vetting, as well as thequality and completeness of applications to the CRB.

The Liberal Democrat Paul Burstow said the Carter report demonstratedthat the CRB had descended from farce to fiasco, with ministers leftclueless about its capacity to cope with the expected doubling of itsworkload.

Stuart Etherington of the National Council for Voluntary Organisationssaid smaller voluntary organisations would find it difficult to accesscriminal record checks: "The fundamental flaw in this report is that itcompletely fails to respond to the needs of the CRB's consumers."

Capita promises smoother ride - Tempus.
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AT THE end of the first week of London's congestion charge, Capita, theengine behind the scheme, is breathing a sigh of relief. Despite a fewglitches with the processing of payments, Capita's system seems to beworking smoothly, with more than 100,000 drivers paying each day toenter the central zone.

This is a landmark for Capita. It has found itself on the receiving endof stinging criticism levelled at it from all sides in recent years.Its association with chaos at the Criminal Records Bureau meant it camein for particularly rabid abuse last year. The mayor's charge couldhave been a huge stumbling block for the company, at a time when itcould ill afford to have its reliability as a contractor questioned. Asit is, the odds are that Capita will win respect for its handling ofthe congestion charge. More crucially it also stands to win othercontracts on the back of it.

Like many rivals in the support services sector, Capita shares havefallen sharply in recent months as concern spread about the politicalrisks of Public Private Partnership and Private Finance Initiativecontracts. But publication of full year profit figures yesterdayallowed Capita to show off its financial strength.

Pre-tax profits and earnings per share rose at 30 plus percentagepoints. Cashflow is positive and debt relatively light, with interestcharges generously covered by profits.

It is also encouraging to see that the group has secured increasedrevenues of £160 million for 2003, and that means it is on course togenerate more than £1 billion of turnover for the first time in thepresent year. In addition, there are no material contract renewals forthe company until 2004, a fact that adds to the visibility of itsearnings stream. Looking further forward there is £2.2 billion worth ofwork sitting in the pipeline at the stage of being bid for.

So far the company's biggest successes have been in running the backoffices of local councils and government departments. But it isbranching out into the private sector in its recruitment and personnelactivities and has made clear that it wants to take on the pensions andinsurance sectors, which still have huge potential for outsourcing.

Capita shares look to hold good value at 227p. It promises sustainedannual earnings growth in the region of 20 per cent and in that contextthe forward p/e ratio of 18 looks attractive. The 33 per cent increasein the dividend and the promise of share buybacks to support the stockat times of market weakness also help. Buy.

(c) Times Newspapers Ltd, 2003.
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THE knock-on effect from teachers having to be vetted through the CriminalRecords Bureau has reached orchestras. Education authorities are demandingthat the players are vetted too; it costs each ensemble £300 plus £12 ahead, which for a 100-piece symphony orchestra amounts to a fair sum. It isexasperating for orchestra managers because most musicians are freelance;each time they appear they have to be vetted, even if they have beenscreened for another orchestra.

ST

(c) Times Newspapers Ltd, 2003.
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The millionaire businessman Rod Aldridge, who boasts that his companyCapita takes seven hours to make a decision reached in seven weeks bythe civil service, is about to face his biggest challenge: runningLondon's congestion charge scheme.

The company has made a fortune by selling an inspiring vision ofmodernity to government ministers and council leaders. It claims it canimmediately save 10% on any operation it takes over by introducingnetworks of hi-tech call centres.

Capita has grown in little more than a decade to take over great swathsof government - it pays civil servants and teachers their pensions,books driving tests, designs bypasses, collects debts, dishes outcouncil wages, hires quango employees, helps build barracks for the USair force, runs John Prescott's website and collects TV licence fees.It handles £6bn of public money each year, dealing with 5 milliontaxpayers.

Everything depends on its technical success, and the London congestioncharge will test it to the limit. If the call centres and computerisedpayment systems processing information from 688 cameras work properly,Mr Aldridge will be in prime position to move in on the 35 localauthorities contemplating congestion charges. He also hopes to"modernise" many more areas in the health service and the police.

But a Guardian investigation shows some of Capita's biggest contractshave turned into fiascos, and there have been a string of complaintsabout the company up and down the country. A common thread is thatCapita's relatively cheap computer systems work well for simplerepetitive tasks, but tend to buckle when confronted with theunexpected.

Individual learning accounts

This pet project of the chancellor, Gordon Brown, had to be hurriedlyclosed down after it cost taxpayers more than £273m - the originalbudget was £199m - and was swamped by a tide of fraud. The idea was togive subsidies of up to £200 for young people to spend on training. Butsome so-called learning providers set up unscrupulous companies to milkthe system.

Capita had little incentive to investigate the scheme's failings: themore people signed up, the more it was paid. Its computers werevulnerable to fraud - private companies, registered without checks,could access data and use it to claim millions for non-existentstudents.

Capita's much-vaunted remote call centres proved unable to respond tonew problems. Those who rang to complain or report suspicions weregreeted by "impersonal" or ill-trained staff.

The national audit office said the term "partnership" was a misnomer:the Department for Education simply hired Capita to run the scheme andtold the company to get on with it. There was no competitive biddingbecause only Capita was willing to take on the contract.

Capita sought to blame Whitehall, who insisted the scheme should be"non-bureaucratic" and "different". Capita maintained fraud was not thefault of the company's computer system, and that call centre staff cameunder pressure when the scheme was wound down.

The NAO said blame was shared: "The department ... and Capitaunderestimated the potential for abuse."

Criminal records bureau

Capita put in the cheapest bid - £400m - to run a database to vetteachers and those who worked with children. Its launch was a disasterand, as the backlog grew, schools were ordered not to open becauseteachers had not been cleared, and lollipop ladies were prevented fromescorting children across the road.

Capita's explanation was that the plan was suddenly changed. Employersdemanded applications sent in by post rather than via call centres asintended.

Paul Pindar, Capita's chief executive, says the company had a "can-domentality. When a customer wishes to do something we endeavour to be ashelpful as we can." But the result was a debacle. Paperwork had to besent to India to try to catch up with the backlog of applications.

Ministers have tacitly admitted their own incompetence. Lord Falconer,then a Home Office minister, told the Lords: "There are frequentlygreat difficulties in making [such schemes] work at an early stage ...We have a huge number of lessons to learn."

Capita maintains applications now take on average three to five weeksto process.

Both parties seem highly embarrassed by the affair. The Home Officesays Capita's contract allows penalty charges to be kept confidential.A report by a government troubleshooter, Patrick Carter, was deliveredto the Home Office at the end of last year. That, too, is being keptsecret.

Housing benefit

Westminster council's housing benefit system collapsed into chaos afterCapita took over in 1998, according to Karen Buck, Labour MP forRegent's Park and Kensington North. "At one point, there were 27,000items of unopened post. These were heartbreaking cases. It is now notas bad as it was. But the service is, in my view, extremely poor. Thesecompanies oversell what they can do."

The benefit fraud inspectorate said the same two years ago."Westminster does not monitor contractor performance rigorouslyenough." There were no penalty clauses. There were concerns about howgood Capita's staff training was. There were "significant errors" in14% of Capita benefit assessments.

The 10-year deal, worth £3.7m annually, is up for review. Capita saysit has halved the time taken to process applications.

The disaster at Lambeth, south London, whose administration was alreadyin a mess, was much greater. In 2001, Capita's £48m seven-year contractcollapsed half-way through when the council took housing benefits backin-house at a cost of £1.8m. Capita had failed to clear a 40,000-claimbacklog, and left hundreds of tenants facing eviction. The benefitfraud inspectorate found Capita guilty of "inef fective management". InBromley, south-east London, local housing associations found themselveshaving to take out emergency overdrafts because of missing housingbenefit. Bromley was one of the first councils to outsource its work toCapita in 1993. The company lost the £50m contract after the benefitsfraud inspectorate found it had compromised security by delays, poor ITsecurity and few management checks.

In Blackburn with Darwen, Lancashire, the housing benefits service alsohad teething problems. In February last year, Capita's averageturn-around time for a housing benefit application was 74 days - longerthan the previous average. It has now cut the time to 49 days.

BBC

Capita has a 10-year, £500m contract to collect the BBC licence fee.But last quarter the company compensated hundreds of licence payersinconvenienced by delays or repeated calls. It will not say how thatcompares with before it took charge.

In 1998 Capita also took over the Glasgow telephone helplines whichhandle BBC campaigns, calls and emails from viewers. Eleven staff havelaunched a tribunal action for breach of contract, claiming they arenow forced to work nights and weekends. Other unions have complainedthat when Capita takes over at councils, pensions and holidays are cutfor new employees, and staff forbidden to reveal their wages. Capitasaid it treats all staff in a "sympathetic manner".

Construction Line

Capita won a £40m Whitehall contract to run a vetted list ofcontractors and consultants with the aim of making savings for localauthorities. It was to triple the 1998 database of 11,000 firms overthe first three years. But the Association of Consulting Engineers, ina survey of 100 members, found 75% thought the service was poor and 77%said the register had made no difference to the number of lengthypre-tender forms required. Capital's chief executive, Paul Pindar,disagrees, saying the survey was small. He added that Capita improvedthe perception of Construction Line and was saving millions of pounds.

Education Leeds

Capita manages Education Leeds - the city's education services - aspart of a £2.5m five-year contract in partnership with Leeds citycouncil. In November, it had to pay back £87,500 after failing to hittargets on exam passes and pupil attendance. The money had been paid inadvance on the assumption at least 16 targets out of 39 would be met.Capita only met 11. John Tizard, Capita's director of policy, said thiswas because Ofsted inspected Education Leeds six months earlier thananticipated.

John O'Farrell, page 22

Capita's £6bn empire

Capita collects £6bn of public money a year, including £2bn in counciltax from 5 million people. 18,000 public sector workers use Capitasoftware. The firm has dealt with 300 local authorities in the past 10years. It will not disclose all its 150 contracts, half with the publicsector. A few Whitehall departments will not reveal what they pay,claiming "commercial confidentiality". But contracts include:

* London congestion charging £230m

* BBC TV licences £500m

* Home Office: criminal records bureau £400m

* Department of Transport, booking driving tests £9.8m

* Councils: Cumbria £140m Blackburn with Darwen £190m Norfolk £50mMonmouthshire and South Wales £83m

* Ministry of Defence: Nato HQ, High Wycombe; US air force, Mildenhalland Lakenheath; Royal Engineers barracks, Waterbeach

* NHS: Nurses' payroll, ambulance leasing

* Charity commission database £10m

Text us your experiences

Type GDN CON then send your tale of congestion charging woe to 82222.Each text costs 25p to send. We will then send a free confirmationmessage.

Checks on childminders in chaos after backlog soars.
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OFFICIAL CHECKS on childminders have descended into chaos with asoaring backlog of safety inspections threatening government plans tomake affordable child care available for working parents.

Inspectors from Ofsted, the education watchdog, are supposed toregister 70 per cent of childminders within 12 weeks but some carerscomplain that they have been forced to wait up to a year forclearance.

The process is designed to weed out paedophiles and others unsuitablefor working with children. The delays have fuelled fears that Ofstedcould see a repeat of the chaos caused by the Criminal Records Bureaulast summer when a backlog of 100,000 unvetted checks on teachersforced some schools to postpone the start of term.

Ofsted is confident that it will have cleared the backlog by the Marchdeadline agreed when the agency took over responsibility for inspectingchild care from local authorities in Sep-tember 2001.

Inspectors must recheck all 105,000 nurseries and childminders byMarch. The latest figures show that only 84,000 have been inspected.Even more worryingly, only 22,000 of 29,852 new applications sinceOfsted took control had even received a first visit from inspectors byDecember, let alone been vetted.

The Government promised a huge expansion in numbers of nurseries andchildminders to help parents return to work. It pledged to create900,000 new childcare places for 1.6 million children by 2004,including free nursery places for all children aged three and four.

Early years experts fear the delays will drive prospective childmindersout of the profession as they are forced to take other jobs rather thanwait to be cleared. Stephen Burke, director of the Daycare Trust, said:"This is worrying news for parents who have had their expectationsraised by the promised expansion."

Mr Burke urged parents not to fall back on unregistered carers."Registered child care gives parents reassurance about the quality andsafety of the care their children receive. We would urge parents toalways use registered carers."

Ofsted partly blames the problem on delays at the Criminal RecordsBureau, the troubled agency set up last April to check on all peoplewho want to work with children. Errors on application forms frompotential child carers had also held up the process, an Ofstedspokeswoman added.

She insisted the targets would be met by March but admitted that theregistration was still taking too long. "We are not yet achieving therate for registering childminders within 12 weeks, although we do nothave to achieve it until the end of March. We are very conscious of theneed to improve this," she said, adding that inspectors were vettingapplicants more quickly as they became familiar with the process.

She stressed that the agency had met its target to register 70 per centof nurseries' new applications in 25 weeks and to investigate 70 percent of complaints about childcare providers within 30 days.

Unison, the union repre-senting Ofsted's inspectors, fears that staffare under so much pressure to clear the backlog that the quality ofchecks could suffer.

Union officials met David Bell, the chief inspector, last month tocomplain that inspectors were being forced to work more than 50 hours aweek to meet the targets. Fiona Westwood, of Unison, said: "It is thequality of inspection that matters, not quantity."

Probation officers left off vetting list.

By Alan Travis Home affairs editor.
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The crisis at the criminal records bureau deepened yesterday when itwas disclosed that it cannot provide background vetting checks on newprobation officers.

Napo, the probation union, said a technical oversight meant thatprobation was left out of the prescribed list of occupations whoserecruits need CRB clearance.

"Probation was omitted when the schedules to the bill setting up theCRB were being drafted. It means that people wanting to work inprobation cannot get a CRB security check," said Harry Fletcher, Napo'sassistant general secretary.

The drafting oversight meant that 750 trainee probation officers had tobe taken on this autumn without certificates. Chief probation officershad to fall back on local police checks and education and healthdepartment lists of those who should not work with children. A further1,200 probation staff are to be recruited in the next year

"This drafting error is unfortunate. It is essential that those whowish to work in probation are properly vetted," Mr Fletcher said. "Theservice works directly with young people and also seconds staff to workin young offender teams."

The latest problem comes as the national audit office is preparing tolaunch an investigation into the CRB, which is struggling to cope witha backlog of almost 100,000 applications.

Home Office ministers have been holding weekly meetings with therepresentatives of Capita, the company running the CRB, in an attemptto get it back on the road to recovery.

An action plan was put in place a month ago postponing checks on300,000 carers, agency nurses and school governors because it was beingoverwhelmed. A lot of its work of transferring handwritten applicationson to computer disks has had to be subcontracted to a firm in Madras.

But despite these measures, the 96,000-strong backlog shows few signsof clearing. The latest figures to the beginning of this month showthat the bureau has so far carried out 819,000 background vettingchecks since it opened in April, but is well behind its target of 3.3mchecks in its first year of operations.

The home secretary, David Blunkett, has asked an independent team, ledby a businessman, Patrick Carter, to look at the problems faced by theCRB. It is expected to report early in the new year.

Probation workers `not being clearly vetted for child abuse'.

By Ian Burrell.
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THOUSANDS OF probation staff working with large numbers of teenageoffenders are not being correctly vetted for child abuse, it wasclaimed last night.

The Probation Service took on 750 new trainees last summer withoutcertificates from the Criminal Records Bureau, which uses policerecords to ensure that those who work with children and teenagers haveno history of abuse.

The service will take on a similar number of trainees this year and isalso trying to fill about 1,000 vacancies. Probation chiefs are havingto rely on older, less thorough methods of checking new employees,carried out by local police forces and the Department of Health andDepartment of Education.

The Liverpool-based bureau has already suffered a crisis in providingadequate vetting for teachers, school governors, nurses and careworkers. Last November, checks on 300,000 nursing and care staff werepostponed because the bureau could not meet its deadlines. Plannedchecks on school governors were also postponed and school volunteerswere allowed to be hired at the discretion of headteachers.

Some of the bureau's work has had to be sub-contracted to India. TheHome Secretary, David Blunkett, has sent in a "hit squad" led by abusinessman, Patrick Carter, to investigate the crisis. It is expectedto report early next year.

The Home Office has dismissed claims made by the probation officers'union, the National Association of Probation Officers, that newprobation staff were not being properly vetted. A spokesman saidfurther vetting could be carried out by the CRB later after basicrecord checks. The Home Office was "not aware there is a problem", hesaid.

Capita, the firm that runs the bureau under a public-privatepartnership with the Home Office, is being paid around £400m for itswork in a private finance initiative joint venture costing a total of£940m.

Watchdog investigates criminal checks fiasco.

By Richard Ford Home Correspondent.
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A government spending watchdog is planning an investigation into thetroubled Criminal Records Bureau, which has a backlog of almost 100,000applications.

The disclosure that the National Audit Office intends to intervene is afurther blow to the Home Office and the business organisation Capita, whichrun the bureau jointly.

In spite of an action plan and emergency measures, including postponingchecks on 300,000 carers, agency nurses and school governors, 96,000applications to check criminal records have taken longer than three weeks,similar to the figure in August.

By the beginning of this month the bureau had made 819,000 checks since itbegan work in April, putting it well behind its target of 3.3 million checksby April 2003.

Ministers are demanding weekly and monthly reports from the bureau, whichsends large amounts of its work to a firm in Madras that puts applicationdetails on to computers. It is understood that Capita, which will also runthe congestion charging scheme in London, has been forced to paycompensation to the Government because of the disorder at the bureau. TheHome Office refused to comment, saying that the issue of penalties wasconfidential.

Teaching and employment agencies, which faced delays in placing people inschools and other workplaces where criminal checks on a potential employee'sbackground are required, will not receive compensation for delays caused byfailures at the bureau.

A spokesman for TimePlan, a teaching agency, which is still waiting for theresults of applications made in April, said that some supply teachers wereno longer available by the time that checks had been made. The Recruitmentand Employment Confederation, which represents private employment agencies,said that it was unfair that the Government had received compensation fromthe bureau but organisations affected by the delays had not.

Paul Burstow, the Liberal Democrat spokesman for children and older people,said: "This whole project has been badly botched from the start. Botchedfirst in terms of estimating likely demand and botched because they did notgo out and find out how their customers would access the service. They havedrowned in paper and... have put people at risk".

Mr Burstow asked 25 parliamentary questions about the bureau six weeks agobut the Home Office has yet to reply.

The proposed inquiry comes only weeks after a further package of emergencymeasures was announced by the Government to prevent the bureau from beingoverwhelmed by the scale of applications for criminal checks.

Full background checks on agency nurses and staff at care homes werepostponed by 21 months in an attempt to ease the backlog. At least 50,000nurses employed via agencies will not have to undergo a check but willinstead be required to provide a statement saying that they have no criminalrecord.

At the moment the bureau is only issuing enhanced and standard checks, whichare for those who wish to work with children and other vulnerable people.The launch of a basic criminal record check, planned for this summer, whichany employer would be able to ask a prospective worker to provide, has beenpostponed indefinitely.

(c) Times Newspapers Ltd, 2002.
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Teaching assistants have been recruited to work as in-store Santasbecause they have been vetted by the Criminal Records Bureau to workwith children.

Society - Social care - Earning without risk - Call for health andsafety code to protect 'working' children.

By John Carvel.
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The TUC will today join children's rights campaigners to demand theclosure of legal loopholes that threaten the health and safety of twomillion young people who have part-time jobs while still at school.

John Monks, TUC general secretary, says the law regulating theemployment of schoolchildren is "a complete mess". There are 172 localbylaws governing the employment of young people in England and Wales,15 European directives and international conventions and 16 nationalacts and statutory instruments. The TUC and the NSPCC are publishing areport by the children's legal centre at Essex University, arguing thatthis mass of legislation leads parents to believe their children arebetter protected than they are.

For example, under the Children and Young Persons Act 1933, light workundertaken by teenagers must not constitute any risk to their healthand safety. But the law allows 13-year-olds to drive tractors and otheragricultural machines. Two children under 16 were killed driving suchvehicles in 2001-02.

Under the provision of the Protection of Children Act 1999, there is nolaw requiring people who employ children to be checked by the criminalrecords bureau.

The report, Too Much Too Young, calls for a simplified national code toprotect school-age workers. Mary Marsh, NSPCC director, says: "We mustensure children are allowed to work in a safe environment. We cannotassume current legislation creates that environment."

Too Much Too Young is available from 020-7467 1294.

Parents hit by childcare vetting delays.

By Gaby Hinsliff, Chief Political Correspondent.
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WORKING parents will be denied childcare because of delays in thevetting of new childminders and nurseries carried out by the schoolswatchdog, Ofsted.

Carers have been forced to wait over a year for clearance in somecases, thanks to a backlog that is now putting the Government'spromised expansion of childcare places in jeopardy, pressure groupsclaimed yesterday.

Delays in routine checks on existing carers could tempt parents toleave their children with minders who had not been properly cleared,Tory MPs warned.

Only just over half the 28,000 new applicants to the watchdog - whichtook over the job of inspecting childcare last autumn - had even beenvisited by the end of September, let alone cleared to start work,according to Ofsted figures released last week.

'This is going to put the brakes on expansion,' said Stephen Burke ofthe Daycare Trust, which campaigns for better childcare. 'The crunch isfor parents whose expectations are being raised about the level ofprovision - the reality is going to be very different on the ground.'

The news comes as Downing Street's troubleshooting Strategy Unitprepares to release a report on the childcare industry this month,expected to examine why new nurseries are not springing up fast enoughto meet needs.

Ofsted blames part of the problem on delays caused by the CriminalRecords Bureau, set up to check the records of people working withchildren.

But insiders say it has also been hit by teething troubles of its own,particularly with computer systems crashing when inspectors try to filereports.

So far it has only inspected about half the existing nurseries andchildminders now in business, who require yearly checks. The NationalChildminding Association (NCMA) says childminders applying for avariation of their registration to take on extra duties also facedelays.

'If a childminder needs to vary the conditions of their registrationbecause the parent has to go abroad on an emergency business trip andthey need to have overnight care for the child, that could take threeweeks,' said Gill Haynes, chief executive of the NCMA. 'It is that sortof sensitivity to the needs of parents which has actually got to bepart of the regulatory system, otherwise people will just buck thesystem and turn a blind eye.' The Tories warned parents not be temptedto risk informal arrangements with childminders who had not beenchecked. 'The Government has a duty to set up a system which does whatit is meant to do - protect children but let professional people whoare not going to pose any threat get on with their jobs,' said EleanorLaing, shadow education spokeswoman.

'There is enormous demand from parents and lack of supply, and this issimply bureaucracy holding things up. There are enormous implicationsof a situation like this going wrong.'

The Government has promised thousands more childcare places by 2004,raising fears among childcare providers over whether Ofsted will beable to cope.

The watchdog insists it will meet targets to get all new checks done byMarch 2003. 'There are good reasons why it takes quite a long time. Weneed to make sure we do thorough checks,' said a spokeswoman.

News - Criminal record checks put off to avoid new crisis.
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Home Affairs Editor

EMERGENCY measures to prevent the troubled Criminal Records Bureau being overwhelmed by the volume of applications were announced by the Government yesterday.

Requirements on care home staff, agency nurses and school governors to obtain a full background check have been postponed to avoid a repeat of the chaotic long delays that saw teachers unable to take up their posts.

Checks on existing care home staff working with adults were due to be completed by next March. But with the CRB still struggling to process nearly 200,000 applications from teachers and others working with children and the vulnerable, the deadline has been put back until Dec 2004. But new home care staff, owners and managers will still need CRB disclosures.

Agency nurses and school governors will not be required to have a CRB check for the time being. They will still be required to provide references and to declare any criminal convictions. There is now little prospect in the foreseeable future that so-called basic checks will be introduced for all employees, as planned when the CRB was proposed more than five years ago.

Yesterday's announcement marked the latest crisis to hit the CRB since it started work in April and quickly found itself sinking under the demand placed on it by Government regulations.

These said that people working with children or vulnerable adults should obtain "enhanced" checks on their background and that they would be produced within three weeks of a request.

However, within weeks the bureau - operated by the private-sector company Capita - was in trouble. It was forced to send paperwork to be processed in India, a practice that is continuing.

Lord Falconer, the Home Office minister, said yesterday: "The Government recognises the importance of criminal records checks but at the same time providers must not be prevented from operating. Care homes have to be able to continue to employ existing staff and domiciliary care agencies and nurse agencies should not be prevented from placing staff because they have not obtained checks."

Lord Falconer said there had been an improvement in the CRB's performance, with an increase in the number of applications processed from an average of 24,500 a week in August to 39,500.

The CRB currently has 194,068 applications in progress. About 107,000 are within the three-week target, but 86,000 have taken longer. Since starting work, the CRB has issued 541,000 disclosures.

Harry Fletcher, assistant general secretary of Napo, the probation union, said: "The CRB is turning into a fiasco similar to the Child Support Agency. The agency was under-resourced from the start, its targets were too ambitious and the tendering process itself appears flawed."

Paul Burstow, the Liberal Democrat spokesman, said the decision was "appalling".

He said: "The CRB was set up in response to public concern about the safety of children and vulnerable adults. That concern still exists but Government expediency has won out over fundamental safety regulations."

Criminal records crisis deepens - Child protection checks on 300,000care staff postponed.

By Alan Travis, Home affairs editor.
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The crisis surrounding the criminal records bureau deepened last nightwhen ministers were forced to announce that child protection checks onthe background of more than 300,000 care home and nursing home staffare to be postponed.

The Home Office said last night that without this emergency actionhundreds of care homes would be forced to close because the CRB wasunable to cope with the legal requirement to provide background checksby the specified deadline.

"The government recognises the importance of criminal record checks butat the same time providers must not be prevented from operating," saidHome Office minister Lord Falconer.

It also became clear yesterday that the government is likely to abandonits plans to make available a basic criminal record check from nextsummer for the 10 million people who change jobs every year.

It also seems increasingly likely that the future of the CRB's chiefexecutive, Bernard Hardan, will be in doubt when an inquiry team headedby Patrick Carter delivers its verdict to the home secretary, DavidBlunkett, by the end of the year.

The number of weekly checks done by the Liverpool-based CRB has risenfrom 24,500 a week in August just before the crisis over teacherrecruitment to 40,000 a week.

But application forms are still being sent to India to be saved on tocomputer disks and the process is taking an average of six weeksinstead of the three weeks promised in the contract.

The CRB is dealing with 194,000 applications, with 86,000 alreadytaking longer than the three weeks promised delivery time.

The project, which involves making greater use of police criminalrecords to ensure that those who work with children and vulnerableadults have no history of abuse, is a £940m private finance initiativejoint venture between Capita and the Home Office.

The decision, announced yesterday, to suspend the legal requirement for300,000 people to have a CRB check affects those who work in carehomes, nurses' agencies, domiciliary care agencies, and schoolgovernors. They were agreed this week between Mr Blunkett, the healthsecretary, Alan Milburn, and the education secretary, Charles Clarke.

To ease the pressure the legal deadline for all existing staff workingin care homes for adults to get CRB clearance is to be put back fromMarch next year until the end of 2004, although all new recruits willhave to get their checks done.

But in the case of nurses supplied by nurses' agencies and staffsupplied by domiciliary care agencies to nursing homes, the legalrequirement to get a CRB certificate showing they have a clean criminalrecord is to be abandoned altogether.

Instead they will be asked to make a personal declaration about whetheror not they have any criminal convictions.

"Care homes have to be able to continue to employ existing staff, andwe believe that domiciliary care agencies and nurses' agencies shouldnot be prevented from being able to place staff because they have notobtained checks," said Lord Falconer.

On top of this the health secretary has postponed the introduction of aspecial register designed to check those working with vulnerable adults- the protection of vulnerable adults list - because it involvesapplications to the CRB.

It has also been decided to drop for the time being the requirement onthousands of school governors to have a CRB check.

The depth of the crisis surrounding the CRB means that plans which wereto be introduced next summer for every new job applicant to obtain a"basic" certificate showing whether or not they had a clean criminalrecord is also likely to be postponed indefinitely.

A Home Office spokesman said that this plan had been put on the backburner while checks for those working with children and vulnerableadults were sorted out.

Paedophile checks held up to avert wards crisis.

By Richard Ford Home Correspondent.
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FULL background checks on agency nurses and care-home staff are beingpostponed by up to 21 months to help to ease a backlog of work at thetrouble-hit Criminal Records Bureau.

There had been fears of a nursing crisis in hospitals if therequirement for full checks had been enforced. In the summer thebureau's failure to process teachers' applications led to a backlog of100,000, leading some schools to delay the start of term.

The latest emergency action by ministers was taken to prevent theorganisation from being overwhelmed by paedophile checks on peopleworking with the vulnerable. A Home Office spokesman said: "This is nota decision we have taken lightly, but it has had to be done to ensurethe long-term viability of the CRB."

Senior managers at the bureau, run by the private firm Capita and theHome Office, are expected to be moved from their jobs later this yearafter the report of an investigation into its operation and strategy.

The backlog of applications waiting longer than three weeks to beprocessed is 86,000. A further 107,000 are currently being processed.Applications are still being sent to Madras in India, where the bureauhas a processing centre.

Lord Falconer of Thoroton, QC, Minister of State at the Home Office,told the Lords that action was needed to ensure that the demand forchecks was in line with the bureau's ability to process them.

At least 50,000 nurses employed via agencies will not have to undergo acheck but will instead be required to provide a statement saying thatthey have no criminal convictions.

Charles Walker, spokesman for the Federation of Independent NursingAgencies, said:

"If they had not taken this action, we would have seen patients inhospitals not being treated by nurses."

Checks on existing workers in care homes were supposed to be completedby March 31 next year but have now been extended until the end of June2004. New care home staff and home managers will have to be checkedbefore they can begin work.

School governors will not be required to have a CRB check "for the timebeing", Lord Falconer said in a written answer. It is unlikely that abasic criminal check available for any worker will be launched nextyear despite a promise that it would be issued from this summer.

Earlier action to improve the bureau, including round-the-clockworking, has resulted in some improvements. Lord Falconer said that ithad issued an average of 39,500 checks during three weeks last month,compared with an average of 24,500 a week in August.

The bureau has issued 541,000 disclosures since it came into operationin April. It had promised to issue 3,330,000 enhanced and standardchecks in the financial year to April 2003 plus a further 2.7 millionbasic checks.

The CRB is headed by the £136,000-a-year Bernard Herdan. Capita, aprivate sector business services firm, has won the contract toimplement London's congestion-charging scheme.

When fully operational the CRB will supply three kinds of check whichwill cost £12 each.

(c) Times Newspapers Ltd, 2002.
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CRIMINAL RECORD checks on tens of thousands of care workers, nurses andschool governors have been postponed by the Government.

Ministers made the embarrassing decision to avoid a repeat of the chaosat the Criminal Records Bureau this summer when it was told toscrutinise teachers' backgrounds. A backlog of 100,000 uncompletedchecks built up at the overwhelmed bureau, causing some schools todelay the start of term.

The Home Office extended the deadline yesterday for checks on 80,000care workers from next March to the end of 2004. Checks on schoolgovernors and agency nurses are also being deferred for the timebeing.

Lord Falconer of Thoroton, the Home Office minister responsible, said:"We need to take steps to ensure that the demand for disclosures is inline with the CRB's current ability to process the applications. TheGovernment is committed to the delivery of an effective service forundertaking pre-employment criminal record checks for people workingwith children and vulnerable adults. The CRB has not so far been ableto provide a satisfactory service."

The delays apply to existing care-home workers. New staff will stillhave to secure approval from the Criminal Records Bureau before beingallowed to work with children.

Lord Falconer said steps taken to improve the bureau's performance hasresulted in the number of disclosures issued by the agency increasingfrom an average of 24,500 a week in August to an average of 39,500 aweek over three weeks last month.

"The Government remains committed to introducing CRB checks in theseareas at the earliest possible opportunity," he added.

The Home Office minister said: "This is not a decision we have takenlightly, but it has had to be done to ensure the long-term viability ofthe CRB. Everyone who previously had to have criminal record checks isstill being checked."

Criminal records crisis deepens - Child protection checks on 300,000care staff postponed.

By Alan Travis Home affairs editor.
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The crisis surrounding the criminal records bureau deepened last nightwhen ministers were forced to announce that child protection checks onthe background of more than 300,000 care home and nursing home staffare to be postponed.

The Home Office said last night that without this emergency actionhundreds of care homes would be forced to close because the CRB wasunable to cope with the legal requirement to provide background checksby the specified deadline.

"The government recognises the importance of criminal record checks butat the same time providers must not be prevented from operating," saidHome Office minister Lord Falconer.

It also became clear yesterday that the government is likely to abandonits plans to make available a basic criminal record check from nextsummer for the 10 million people who change jobs every year.

It also seems increasingly likely that the future of the CRB's chiefexecutive, Bernard Hardan, will be in doubt when an inquiry team headedby Patrick Carter delivers its verdict to the home secretary, DavidBlunkett, by the end of the year.

The number of weekly checks done by the Liverpool-based CRB has risenfrom 24,500 a week in August just before the crisis over teacherrecruitment to 40,000 a week.

But application forms are still being sent to India to be saved on tocomputer disks and the process is taking an average of six weeksinstead of the three weeks promised in the contract.

The CRB is dealing with 194,000 applications, with 86,000 alreadytaking longer than the three weeks promised delivery time.

The project, which involves making greater use of police criminalrecords to ensure that those who work with children and vulnerableadults have no history of abuse, is a £940m private finance initiativejoint venture between Capita and the Home Office.

The decision, announced yesterday, to suspend the legal requirement for300,000 people to have a CRB check affects those who work in carehomes, nurses' agencies, domiciliary care agencies, and schoolgovernors. They were agreed this week between Mr Blunkett, the healthsecretary, Alan Milburn, and the education secretary, Charles Clarke.

To ease the pressure the legal deadline for all existing staff workingin care homes for adults to get CRB clearance is to be put back fromMarch next year until the end of 2004, although all new recruits willhave to get their checks done.

But in the case of nurses supplied by nurses' agencies and staffsupplied by domiciliary care agencies to nursing homes, the legalrequirement to get a CRB certificate showing they have a clean criminalrecord is to be abandoned altogether.

Instead they will be asked to make a personal declaration about whetheror not they have any criminal convictions.

"Care homes have to be able to continue to employ existing staff, andwe believe that domiciliary care agencies and nurses' agencies shouldnot be prevented from being able to place staff because they have notobtained checks," said Lord Falconer.

On top of this the health secretary has postponed the introduction of aspecial register designed to check those working with vulnerable adults- the protection of vulnerable adults list - because it involvesapplications to the CRB.

It has also been decided to drop for the time being the requirement onthousands of school governors to have a CRB check.

The depth of the crisis surrounding the CRB means that plans which wereto be introduced next summer for every new job applicant to obtain a"basic" certificate showing whether or not they had a clean criminalrecord is also likely to be postponed indefinitely.

A Home Office spokesman said that this plan had been put on the backburner while checks for those working with children and vulnerableadults were sorted out.
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After an hysterical summer, the last thing Britain needs is moredamning statistics on child abuse, but that is exactly what it will getthis week with the publication of the first annual report from theChild Protection in Sport Unit.

It reveals there were more convictions for child abuse within sport in2001 than in the past five years added together, and that 128 caseswere investigated by the Football Association alone. Almost 600 peoplea day now call the helpline number or visit the website set up by theCPSU to deal with concerns about improper behaviour towards children.

They might as well have sent a man in a dirty raincoat to deliverstatistics that are bound to be loosely interpreted as showing sport tobe a pervert's paradise, a fertile ground to pursue weasely littlefantasies and no place for kids.

The CPSU faces a monumental struggle, not only in ousting the bulliesand sex offenders from sport, but in challenging the perceptions of whyand how the problem exists. Parents think the answer is screening toprevent abusers infiltrating sport in the first place. They wantassurance from the police, a tick in the box that guarantees theirchild's safety.

But even if the Criminal Records Bureau were to race through itscurrent backlog of the several thousand checks on adults involved incoaching young people, sport would not become safer overnight.

What needs to change above anything is the culture that allows childabusers to squirm on unchallenged. Bringing about this kind of shift inattitude from grass roots up to international level has been the mainaim of the CPSU since its launch last year. But it has been slowprogress. Sex offences and emotional abuse have always been asprevalent in sport as in any institutions that bring adults andchildren into close contact: it took the conviction of Paul Hickson,coach to Britain's Olympic swimming team at the 1988 Olympics, who wassentenced to 17 years in prison in 1995 after being found guilty of twocharges of rape and 15 other offences against girls in his charge, forthat to be publicly acknowledged.

Now that the CPSU has established a code of ethics that advises againsttouching athletes and coaching in private locations and encouragesparents to get more involved and is training thousands of coaches to bemore conscious of both their own and their athletes' vulnerability, youwould think a corner had been turned.

But even though some governing bodies, such as football and swimming,have taken a lead in pressing for child protection, others, likeathletics, have only grudgingly toed the line. So why the inertia? Youcould put it down partly to a fear of upsetting the army of volunteerswithout whom the rickety infrastructure of British sport wouldcollapse.

It has always been relatively easy for potential abusers to slipthrough the net by offering their time to understaffed, underfundedclubs. But in the current climate, some sports have reported a declinein the number of male coaches willing to work with children.

Add to that the fact that within sport there is a tendency to acceptsocially abnormal behaviour as standard. Relationships between athleteand coach are intense, virtually unique in the amount of time theyrequire each to be in the other's company; the perception of what isacceptable and what is not passes new boundaries.

Good coaches become confidants and shoulders to cry on; athletes relyon them for far more than training and that closeness can provide aplatform for abuse.

And there is little doubt, that sport has been guilty of presentingMafia-like defences when it comes to protecting its own. For too longgoverning bodies found it easier to side with a coach and, knowingthis, athletes were reluctant to come forward.

In reality there is no magic solution: sport is always going to attractgood and bad people because it can never be better, or worse, than thesociety that it inhabits. What it is beginning to do, though, is take along hard look at itself to work out where it has been going wrong. Itmay not be quite the reassurance parents want, but it's a start.

News - Crisis over vetting in children's hospitals Nurses are being keptfrom jobs for up to five months ...
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News - Crisis over vetting in children's hospitals Nurses are being keptfrom jobs for up to five months by new checks.

CHILDREN'S hospitals are facing a similar crisis to that which has engulfedschools because dozens of newly employed nurses have to wait up to fivemonths for a criminal-record check before they can start their jobs. Allpeople working with children must now undergo such checks.

At the worst-hit hospitals, managers fear that understaffing is having animpact on the care of children. Up to 100 paediatric nurses have been forcedto wait before starting new jobs and hundreds more cannot work alone withyoung patients because the recently created Criminal Records Bureau (CRB)has not been able to keep up with the demand for checks.

The bureau was set up by the Home Office and the private company Capita inresponse to public fears over the safety of children, to check the criminalrecords of anyone who works with them.

Doctors and managers have warned that the crisis is similar to that whichaffected schools in September when teachers were unable to start new jobs.

Delays for clearing hospital staff have increased because the bureau hasbeen ordered to rush through teachers' applications.

The Royal College of Paediatrics and Child Health last night called on theGovernment to intervene to prevent matters getting worse.

"This is a matter of great concern, especially with regard to paediatricnurses who are always in short supply," said a spokesman. "We would expectthe Department of Health to take steps to resolve the problems as soon aspossible."

A spokesman for the Diana, Princess of Wales Children's Hospital inBirmingham said that the hospital had 50 newly recruited nurses - out of anursing staff of 900 - who were unable to start work because CRB checks hadnot come through.

"These 50 could start tomorrow," said the spokesman.

"The CRB check is one of four or five checks that we carry out, and all theother checks are complete.

"We are managing as best we can. Our nursing staff are doing overtime and weare using our own bank of nurses within the trust as well. As a last resortwe will use agency staff.

"We have written to the CRB and are trying to work with them at the momentto ease the backlog. Unfortunately it continues."

Fiona Smith, the paediatric nurse adviser to the Royal College of Nursing,said: "Delays in the checks are obviously impacting on the numbers of nursesavailable in certain areas.

"This is something that is causing a number of nurses a great deal ofdistress. The Government should intervene to ensure that the CRB has all theresources it needs to complete these checks quickly."

The hospital has given a list of the most urgently needed nurses to the CRB,and asked it to check them first.

The backlog of nurses unable to start work at Alder Hey children's hospitalin Liverpool has also reached nearly 50. A spokesman for the Royal LiverpoolChildren's NHS Trust said the care of sick children could soon suffer due toshortages of staff.

"Paediatric services will be adversely affected if the situation is allowedto continue," said Suzanne Hughes, the communications manager for the trust.

"This has been causing problems for us, particularly with clinical staff,where it is putting pressure on other staff and on the rest of the service.It has definitely had an impact."

Some of the country's eight other specialist children's hospitals haveallowed paediatric nurses to start their new jobs even if their CRB checkhas not come through - but only if their unit managers can guarantee thatthe unchecked nurse will never be alone with a child. This decision hasslightly eased staffing problems but means that nurses without clearance areunable to perform the simplest nursing duties for sick children, such aschecking their blood pressure, unless another member of staff is inattendance.

Chris Stocks, the head of personnel at the Sheffield Children's Hospital,said that since March his hospital had had to supervise about 60 nurses,physiotherapists, occupational therapists and pharmacists until their checkscame through. Even using this system there were some staff that the hospitalsimply could not allow to start work, such as community outreach workers andout-of-hours pharmacists, because the nature of their job made it impossiblefor them to be supervised at all times.

Stephen Cox, the head of communications for Great Ormond Street Hospital inLondon, said that managers were having difficulty juggling resources toensure that no new members of staff worked unsupervised.

A spokesman for the Department of Health said: "We are concerned about thedelays.

"Our priority is to ensure the safety of children and vulnerable adults, sowe are working across government with the CRB to minimise the effect onthose who require checks."
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Ministers were yesterday accused of instituting a "blame culture" over public private partnerships, in which they accuse the private sector of failure when it is government decisions that have made projects go wrong. 

The charge was levelled by Digby Jones, the director-general of the Confederation of British Industry, as the private finance industry agreed to share with the taxpayer profits from the refinancing of PFI deals that could reach of millions of pounds in the next few years. 

Mr Jones said he backed that, but he warned that if the government wanted to share in the upside of PFI it had to end "the culture of blame" when things went wrong. 

At the same time, he made clear that industry wanted to see no more concessions over two-tier workforces - in spite of the prime minister's pledge at the party conference to continue talking to unions about the issue. 

Mr Jones's warning follows problems at the Criminal Records Bureau, where ministers' decisions to speed up checks for teachers threw it into chaos. He told a conference on PPPs that "a number of recent projects have highlighted the danger that a blame culture can develop where the public sector distances itself from problems with service delivery". That was happening "even when the root cause has been poor initial specification by the government client". 

Too often ministers' main concern had been to "falsely allocate blame rather than fix the problem". That had to be replaced by "an honest assessment of problems when they occur" and joint action to solve them. 

The new voluntary code of conduct will see the taxpayer share 30 per cent of the gains when any of the £20bn worth of PFI projects signed so far are refinanced. 

That is less than the 50 per cent share that taxpayers will receive on new contracts, and was attacked as "nowhere near enough" by Unison, the public services union. "These companies have already made profits from building hospitals and schools. Why should they make even more?" it said. 

But Peter Gershon, chief executive of the Office of Government Commerce, said the deal meant the public sector would share "gains that it would not otherwise have been able to secure", given that many PFI deals so far gave the public sector no right to share in the big extra profits that could be made when a successful PFI project was refinanced. 

Meanwhile, John Prescott, deputy prime minister, said talks would be renewed with the unions over two-tier workforces. 

Government officials said the existing agreement, which gave new workers "broadly comparable" terms and conditions to transferred ones, might be extended from local government to the NHS and other parts of central government. 

That, however, would only come as part of a deal where the unions agreed to drop their campaign against PFI. 
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SEVERE DELAYS on checks by the Criminal Records Bureau are driving thousandsof nurses, teachers and social workers to leave their professions. About5,600 people have been waiting up to seven months to start work inchildren's homes, hospitals and probation services, according to the latestfigures.

The bureau, beset by problems since it was established in March, isstruggling with a backlog of 89,000 applications from its total of 216,000.It faces a shortfall of about 9,000 out of the 40,000 applications itreceives each week. The average waiting time is now six weeks, with only 50per cent of applications processed within the target three-week timescale.

Harry Fletcher, the assistant general secretary of the National Associationof Probation Officers, said that the rate of departure for frustrated careprofessionals could leave nursery, probation and social services crippled."Many of the thousands who have been waiting for months will just give upand leave. They cannot live on air or benefits indefinitely."

A Home Office spokesman admitted the backlog "may be rising slightly" due toincreasing uptake by organisations such as Scouts, nanny agencies andvoluntary bodies.

Thousands `quit care work' over delays in vetting.
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SEVERE DELAYS on checks by the Criminal Records Bureau are drivingthousands of nurses, teachers and social workers to leave theirprofessions. Some 5,600 people have been waiting up to seven months tostart work in children's homes, hospitals and probation services,according to the latest figures.

The bureau, beset by problems since it was established in March, isstruggling with a backlog of 89,000 applications from its total of216,000. It faces a shortfall of about 9,000 out of the 40,000applications it receives each week. The average waiting time is now sixweeks, with only 50 per cent of applications processed within thetarget three-week timescale.

Harry Fletcher, the assistant general secretary of the NationalAssociation of Probation Officers, said that the rate of departure forfrustrated care professionals could leave nursery, probation and socialservices crippled. "Many of the thousands who have been waiting formonths will just give up and leave. They cannot live on air or benefitsindefinitely."

Andy Thomas, who has made an official complaint to the Home Office, haswaited to start his job as a social worker for Lambeth Council inLondon for five months. Mr Thomas, 34, from Thornton Heath, southLondon, said he has sought alternative work despite securing the job inMay. "I have lost out financially and I have been so demoralised by thewait that I started looking for other work.

"The uncertainty affects me and the mental health patients I am workingwith on a temporary basis. They cannot be assured of the continuity ofstaff they desperately need," he said.

A Home Office spokesman admitted the backlog "may be rising slightly"due to increasing uptake by organisations such as Scouts, nannyagencies and voluntary bodies, which may not have previously used theservice.
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A children's charity has demanded an investigation after two peoplewith criminal records were cleared by the Criminal Records Bureau.

Roger Singleton, chief executive of Barnardo's, said his confidence inthe bureau had been damaged after checks on two applicants failed toregister their previous convictions, of which the charity was aware.One had a conviction for possessing cannabis and the other had fourconvictions, including one for threatening behaviour, he told BBC Radio4.

Mr Singleton said: "We continue using the Criminal Records Bureaubecause that is the only way that we can carry out these checks and weare required by law to carry them out. The important thing is to knowwhat went wrong in these two cases."

The oversight was another embarrassment for the bureau, following lastmonth's confusion when some schools had to start term late because ithad not finished carrying out checks on new staff. Despite knowing oftheir convictions, Mr Singleton said the charity had been keen toemploy the pair and wanted to investigate their background as fully aspossible.

Bernard Herdan, chief executive of the bureau, said that it wouldconduct an investigation. "We are seeking very much to concentrate onthe integrity of the checks that we undertake, to make sure that thereis an absolute minimum of cases where the information we provide isdisputed by the applicant or by their employers," he said.

The incident came after recent revelations that the Government had beenforced to double the time granted to the bureau to processapplications. Mr Herdan said that applications were being processed insix weeks, and the bureau aimed to cut this time in half.

Mr Singleton said that Barnardo's had since employed the two people asthe charity was satisfied they were suitable for the posts. Theirconvictions had happened made between 25 and 30 years ago, he said.

(c) Times Newspapers Ltd, 2002.
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Difficulties in running background checks on recruits are hitting manypublic-sector and voluntary bodies, writes Mike Broad

WITH teachers having returned to the classroom for the new school year,the crisis over delays in checking the criminal records of recruits hasreceded from the headlines.

The government's U-turn this month, allowing teachers waiting forclearance to work at the discretion of their head teachers, divertedthe media's gaze from the Criminal Records Bureau's (CRB) failure tocomplete 22,000 checks on school staff in time for the new term.

But it does not mean the crisis has gone away. Many employers in thepublic and voluntary sectors are suffering severe recruitmentdifficulties because of the delays in making checks. The latest figuresshow a backlog of 198,000 unprocessed checks, of which half are morethan three weeks old.

Before employers can appoint staff to work unsupervised with childrenor vulnerable adults, candidates need an "enhanced" CRB check. But thedelays - of up to six months - are causing widespread recruitmentproblems. Many employers are concerned that the difficulties arestarting to hamper services.

Tracy Myhill, president of the Association of Healthcare Human ResourceManagement, said some members were reporting delays of between 12 and26 weeks for the CRB - run by Capita Group - to complete checks on newstaff.

"This has led to delays in appointments at a time when we cannot affordthem," she says.

NHS hospitals in London, for example, are losing nursing staff at arate of up to 38% a year, according to research by the King's Fundthink-tank.

The delays are also damaging moves to increase recruitment of socialworkers following the inquiry into the death of Victoria Climbie.

David Wright, of the Association of Directors of Social Services(ADSS), says: "Every local authority has suffered delays, but theeffect depends on their rate of staff turnover in social services.

"For those with more vacancies, it is increasing the pressure onproviding services and represents a real risk-management problem."

A recent report by ADSS, which has members in 150 local authorities,claims that there is an urgent need to improve the recruitment andtraining of social workers to prevent further tragedies.

Leonard Cheshire, a care provider for the disabled, is losing a quarterof its recruits because processing delays are forcing them to seekalternative jobs.

Clare Smith, human resources director of the charity, which employs7,500 staff, says: "We have sent 800 applications to the CRB sinceApril for checking and received 200 back. The delays are causingserious recruitment problems."

The government's interim guidance to employers in the affected sectorshas been that they can employ people still awaiting checks so long asthey are supervised continually.

But most of the charities and public-sector bodies concerned cannotafford to pay staff to work in pairs, says Valerie Smith,independent-sector adviser of the Royal College of Nursing.

"Care homes are already struggling to survive on the rates that arepaid for publicly funded residents and are failing to meet theiroverheads," she says. "If you add the supervisory requirement, then youneed more staff at a time when they are difficult to find. Homes willbe closing because of these financial burdens."

Ministerial demands for teachers' applications to be processed first bythe CRB in the wake of the Soham tragedy have provoked fears of furtherdelays for health and social care staff.

"The biggest reason for the delays now is that priority is being givento teachers. I doubt whether anybody else is being processed - we areon hold," says Clare Smith at Leonard Cheshire.

The CRB's slow response means that most organisations dealing withchildren and vulnerable adults are relying on their own risk-assessmentprocedures when making appointments.

Bob Cook, principal manager of Barnardo's, the children's charity, saysemployers have to strike a balance between keeping services running andensuring the safety of the beneficiaries.

"We are recruiting only where there is an absolute need for the serviceto continue, and when we bring someone in there has to be a reasonabledegree of safety and compliance," he says.

Barnardo's is using a range of internal safety measures in addition tothe CRB disclosures. These range from curriculum-vitae checks tosupervision, inspections and whistle-blowing procedures.

But in the short term, striking this "balance" has implications forservices. "If we're running a project for vulnerable teenagers who havebeen involved in crime, but we can't appoint appropriate members ofstaff then we can't provide the service. Without this, those teenagersmight go back to doing what got them into trouble in the first place,"says Cook.

The CRB crisis is not only damaging the recruitment of paid staff inthe third sector - volunteers are also being affected. And the umbrellabodies that have been registered to process the checks for volunteersare charging between £6 and £15 for the privilege, despite governmentpledges to make them free.

Campbell Robb, director of public policy at the National Council forVoluntary Organisations, says: "There is a very real danger ofvolunteers being deterred by a poorly run CRB."

The Home Office says that the appointment of 100 additional staff atthe CRB has improved the bureau's performance.

"Ministers have acknowledged initial teething problems owing tointroducing such a large-scale and highly complex process," the HomeOffice says. "They have ensured that both the CRB and Capita areaddressing these difficulties through a detailed service-improvementplan."

But many believe the problem could grow worse by April next year, whenall existing staff working with children or vulnerable adults willbecome subject to vetting by the CRB.

Of the 458,000 applications received by the CRB in its first fivemonths, it had issued 260,000 disclosures by the end of August. Whenall staff have to be checked, the CRB will receive up to a millionapplications from the care sector alone, says Clare Smith.

With expectations about service increasing and skills shortages alreadyaffecting certain areas of the public and voluntary sectors, the CRBcrisis will continue to thwart effective recruitment.

Harry Fletcher, assistant general secretary of the National Associationof Probation Officers, says: "Under the old system it could take aslittle as a couple of hours to get recruits checked. It begs thequestion: why have we set up this bureaucracy?"

o Mike Broad is assistant editor of Personnel Today

THE CRIMINAL RECORDS BUREAU: KEY FACTS

* The Criminal Records Bureau (CRB) opened in April this year to takeover from the police making criminal-records checks on people workingwith children or vulnerable adults

* It offers three types of check: basic, standard and enhanced. It isthe last, which gives details of convictions and police intelligence onsuspected criminal activity, that has been subject to long delays

* The CRB is run by Capita Group, a quoted company, which charges £12for each check

* The bureau plans to offer all employers the opportunity to checkpotential staff, but the date for this service has been postponed

* From April next year, all existing staff working with children orvulnerable adults will have to be vetted

(c) Times Newspapers Ltd, 2002.
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I apologise now. I am the one who is clogging up the teacher vettingsystem (Time doubled for checks on teachers, September 19). I haveregistered with three teacher supply agencies and had to make threeseparate declarations to the criminal records bureau. I have receivedclearance twice, and am waiting for the third. Now I have been asked tohelp with my son's Scout troop ... after I have been cleared by theCRB.

Mike Davis

Southport, Merseyside

* Mark Shepherd (Letters, September 19) can rest at ease. Judging fromthe content of the former BBC Choice, the new BBC3 is intended for the25-34 IQ group.

Paul Rogan

London

* I was surprised to see your second headline, Headmasters demand allpapers must be remarked (September 19). Presumably all headmistresseswere happy with the grading of their students' exam work.

David Barker

Loughborough, Leics

* Why is it that politicians seem hell-bent on always being involved in"power-sharing" (Critical time for Trimble, September 20). Perhaps ourpolitical masters might have a more grown-up attitude if they referredto their activities in the more appropriate manner of"responsibility-sharing". We might all then benefit.

Peter Hall

Belfast

* If the Tories, wanting to appear "cool", really want to open"chill-out zones" (Pass notes, G2, September 20) they could do worsethan to try the one lived in by the Liberals for most of the lastcentury.

Nigel Baldwin

Portsmouth

n.baldwin@btinternet.com.
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The criminal records bureau has been forced to double its target timeto deal with applications from three to six weeks, the home secretary,David Blunkett, said yesterday.

In his first public comment on the problems faced by theLiverpool-based CRB, Mr Blunkett told MPs that the administration ofthe security checks for new teachers, care staff and thousands of otherpublic sector recruits had been unacceptable and had led to "chaos".

The home secretary blamed the chaos on the applicants for not fillingin the forms correctly and on a decision by the Department forEducation and Skills to overturn a ruling that schools could rely on amore limited check done against its "List 99" of those banned fromteaching posts.

Mr Blunkett said a target had to be set for processing applicationsthat was realistic. "At the moment we are trying to get that to sixweeks. The original target was three weeks," he told the Commons homeaffairs select committee.

The home secretary said he learned of the problems faced by the CRB inMarch. "I was aware of what was expected of them was extending thecapability of any organisation to de liver." But he said what had notbeen foreseen was the enormous volume of applications or, in areference to the Soham murders, the concerns that arose over the summerand had been acted upon by the DfES which put the CRB under pressure toproduce full checks against the police national computer for teachingrecruits.

Mr Blunkett told MPs the system only "got back on track" when thisdecision was overturned by the education secretary.

He hoped the independent inquiry would advise ministers on whetherCapita, the company running the CRB, should face financial penaltiesand the relationship between agencies, their private sector partnersand the government.

*Parents are less likely to let their children out to play since themurder of Holly Wells and Jessica Chapman, according to a Mori polltoday for the children's charity NSPCC, writes John Carvel.

It found 71% of parents were more fearful of their children's safetyand 60% were less likely to let their children out of their sight toplay or see friends. The poll of 1,002 adults was conducted lastweekend, a month after the crime. Mary Marsh, the charity's director,said of the 80 children killed each year, most were by parents orcarers.
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Education - Higher - On the waiting list - Nursing students hit bydelays in criminal records checks, reports Donald MacLeod.

Universities and colleges have been sucked into the delays andconfusion surrounding the Criminal Records Bureau, with an estimated130,000 students waiting for checks as they prepare to start courses.

In addition to trainee teachers, student nurses and social workersrequire vetting before they are allowed on to work placements which arean essential part of their courses.

In the face of delays at the bureau, run for the Home Office by theprivate company Capita, ministers are having to repeat the U-turn onschools and waive criminal checks for these students for the timebeing. This will allow courses to go ahead but, ironically, manystudents will be subject to less rigorous checks than in previousyears. And last week univer sity registrars complained they had beenforced to hire extra staff over the summer to deal with the complicatedforms and extra work required by the bureau.

"It's a whole new raft of bureaucracy we have had thrust upon us," saidJohn Ryan, chair of the Association of University Administrators, whichhas estimated that 130,000 students are involved.

"The CRB still hasn't done its job. They underestimated not just howmany teachers changed or started jobs each year, but the sheer numberof students they would have to deal with."

Under previous arrangements, universities and colleges checkedpotential students in health, education and social work against thegovernment's confidential List 99, which records serious and sexualoffences, and asked for a police check.

Ryan, registrar of University College Worcester, said admissionsoffices now had to put their own staff through enhanced disclosureprocedures in order to handle data from the bureau and then check allthe forms from students, including identification from passports andbirth certificates, before submitting them to the bureau. In theabsence of full checks from the bureau before the start of term,students have been warned that they may be excluded from their coursesif past offences are subsequently uncovered.

A Home Office spokeswoman said delays had been reduced at the bureau tofive or six weeks. The CRB had been concentrating on teachers, but thisdid not mean that other categories were not being checked at thebureau, which was receiving an average of 30,000 inquiries a week, sheadded.

*Meanwhile, vice-chancellors last week vented their anger at furtherdelays in announcing the higher education budget for next year, whichthey say is making it impossible to plan for the expansion wanted bythe government.

Universities are becoming increasingly cautious until they see thecolour of the government's money, and in several cases are sheddingacademic staff. As the official silence continues, they are becomingmore apprehensive that the promised extra spending on education will gooverwhelmingly to schools and that higher education will have to makemore cuts in the years ahead. Institutions have been warned by theHigher Education Funding Council for England to plan for a 0.5 %"efficiency gain" in each year for the foreseeable future.

At the Universities UK conference in Aberystwyth last week, MargaretHodge, the higher education minister, parried a series of questionsabout funding by telling vice-chancellors to wait for the promisedstrategic review in November while warning of "turmoil" ahead as afreer market in student choices was opened up.

But, as John Tarrant, vice-chancellor of Huddersfield University,pointed out, the strategic review would not have any meaningful effectuntil 2004. "Why can't we know what the arrangements are for 2003/04?"he demanded. Hodge reiterated her mantra that all would be revealed inthe strategic plan.

Roderick Floud, president of Universities UK, said the delay inallocating resources was reinforcing the "parlous" financial state ofthe universities. "We are making people redundant at the same time asthe sector is being asked to do so much more," he said.
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Health problems: student nurses and social workers have to be vettedbefore being allowed on to work placements that are essential to theirtraining Photograph: Martin Godwin

Universities and colleges have been sucked into the delays andconfusion surrounding the Criminal Records Bureau, with an estimated130,000 students waiting for checks as they prepare to start courses.

In addition to trainee teachers, student nurses and social workersrequire vetting before they are allowed on to work placements which arean essential part of their courses.

In the face of delays at the bureau, run for the Home Office by theprivate company Capita, ministers are having to repeat the U-turn onschools and waive criminal checks for these students for the timebeing. This will allow courses to go ahead but, ironically, manystudents will be subject to less rigorous checks than in previousyears. And last week univer sity registrars complained they had beenforced to hire extra staff over the summer to deal with the complicatedforms and extra work required by the bureau.

"It's a whole new raft of bureaucracy we have had thrust upon us," saidJohn Ryan, chair of the Association of University Administrators, whichhas estimated that 130,000 students are involved.

"The CRB still hasn't done its job. They underestimated not just howmany teachers changed or started jobs each year, but the sheer numberof students they would have to deal with."

Under previous arrangements, universities and colleges checkedpotential students in health, education and social work against thegovernment's confidential List 99, which records serious and sexualoffences, and asked for a police check.

Ryan, registrar of University College Worcester, said admissionsoffices now had to put their own staff through enhanced disclosureprocedures in order to handle data from the bureau and then check allthe forms from students, including identification from passports andbirth certificates, before submitting them to the bureau. In theabsence of full checks from the bureau before the start of term,students have been warned that they may be excluded from their coursesif past offences are subsequently uncovered.

A Home Office spokeswoman said delays had been reduced at the bureau tofive or six weeks. The CRB had been concentrating on teachers, but thisdid not mean that other categories were not being checked at thebureau, which was receiving an average of 30,000 inquiries a week, sheadded.

*Meanwhile, vice-chancellors last week vented their anger at furtherdelays in announcing the higher education budget for next year, whichthey say is making it impossible to plan for the expansion wanted bythe government.

Universities are becoming increasingly cautious until they see thecolour of the government's money, and in several cases are sheddingacademic staff. As the official silence continues, they are becomingmore apprehensive that the promised extra spending on education will gooverwhelmingly to schools and that higher education will have to makemore cuts in the years ahead. Institutions have been warned by theHigher Education Funding Council for England to plan for a 0.5 %"efficiency gain" in each year for the foreseeable future.

At the Universities UK conference in Aberystwyth last week, MargaretHodge, the higher education minister, parried a series of questionsabout funding by telling vice-chancellors to wait for the promisedstrategic review in November while warning of "turmoil" ahead as afreer market in student choices was opened up.

But, as John Tarrant, vice-chancellor of Huddersfield University,pointed out, the strategic review would not have any meaningful effectuntil 2004. "Why can't we know what the arrangements are for 2003/04?"he demanded. Hodge reiterated her mantra that all would be revealed inthe strategic plan.

Roderick Floud, president of Universities UK, said the delay inallocating resources was reinforcing the "parlous" financial state ofthe universities. "We are making people redundant at the same time asthe sector is being asked to do so much more," he said.

Shortage of lollipop staff puts children's lives at risk.

By Rebecca Smithers Education correspondent.

377 words

Publication date: 16 September 2002

Source: The Guardian

Page: 12

(c) 2002

A "chronic" shortage of lollipop men and women is putting children'slives at risk on the way to and from school, road safety officers warntoday.

In their heyday, lollipop patrols were a familiar, friendly face forchildren, whom they helped to cross the road at a designated pointoutside schools in the morning, lunchtime and afternoon.

But the job has become in creasingly unattractive because of poor payand conditions, and even the increasing threat from aggressive drivers,road safety officers claim. They are calling on local communities andschools to urge more people to come forward as lol lipop staff so thatchildren's lives are not put in danger.

The delays in vetting all adults applying to work with children by thecriminal records bureau has also been an issue this year, with manyprospective lollipop applicants having found alternative work by thetime the results of their checks have come through.

The national shortage came to light when Jet, the UK fuel brand, begancontacting crossing patrol officers across the country for help withits forthcoming school road safety awards.

Colin Pettener, of the Local Authorities Road Safety OfficersAssociation, said there were currently 28,000 school patrol points inEngland, Wales and Scotland, but evidence was that vacancies wererunning as high as 4,000 across the country. Shortages applied equallyin rural and built-up areas, he said.

"Who is going to want to stand out in the rain and cold twice a day forless than £5 an hour when there are part-time jobs in supermarkets?" MrPettener said. The job is paid an average rate of £4.68 an hour, andwith many lunchtime patrols being phased out because more children stayat school for lunch, it often involves just one hour's work a day.

"We get four or five cases every month of drivers failing to stop atthe crossing," Mr Pettener added.

Appointment and administration of school patrols was a permissivefunction for local councils, not a statutory one, he pointed out. Inmany areas, the situation had been complicated as responsibility hadpassed from police to highway authorities.

Soham police in court over child porn.

By Dipesh Gadher and Maurice Chittenden.
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THE police officer who comforted the parents of the murdered schoolgirlJessica Chapman appeared in court yesterday charged with possessingchild pornography.

Detective Constable Brian Stevens, a family liaison officer, remainedsilent as the allegations against him were read out before magistratesat Bury St Edmunds, Suffolk.

Stevens, 41, who arrived at court with his head covered by a blanket,faces three charges relating to the downloading of indecent images ofchildren from the internet. He is alleged to have carried out theoffences between March 1999 and June 2002.

Beside him in the dock stood PC Antony Goodridge, who also worked onthe investigation into the deaths of Jessica and Holly Wells, both aged10.

Goodridge, 34, who faces four charges relating to child pornographyfrom March 1999 to this month, is one of five exhibits officersresponsible for collecting evidence for any prosecution in the Sohamcase.

Both officers, who face up to 10 years in jail if found guilty, wereremanded in custody after lawyers for the crown objected to amagistrates' order granting them conditional bail. The appeal isexpected to be heard by a judge tomorrow.

Cambridgeshire police confirmed this weekend that Stevens, of March,and Goodridge, of Ely, had been suspended from duty on full pay butsaid the charges were not connected to the double murder inquiry.

Stevens had built up a close relationship with Sharon and LeslieChapman and their daughters Rebecca, 16, and Alison, 14, after thedisappearance of Jessica and Holly from their home village of Soham,Cambridgeshire, on August 4.

He broke the news to the family when the bodies of the two girls werediscovered a fortnight later in a ditch near RAF Lakenheath inSuffolk.

Last month Stevens was chosen by the family to read a poem entitledLord of Comfort dedicated to Jessica at a commemorative service at ElyCathedral. He was also present at the funerals of both girls.

Stevens and Goodridge were arrested on Thursday by detectives from theWest Midlands, the force called in by Cambridgeshire. Computers wereremoved from their homes and they were questioned for 36 hours beforebeing charged.

"Everyone is just so shocked by this," said Tim Alban Jones, the vicarof Soham.

"From my dealings with Brian Stevens, I thought he was an extremelygood family liaison officer and I don't think the family had any reasonor cause to complain about him."

The arrests were part of a national inquiry, codenamed Operation Ore,targeting the users of American pay-per-view websites.

Much of the evidence has come from the FBI, and at least three otherpolice officers from London, Sussex and Scotland have been arrestedover suspected child pornography offences. It is understood that numbercould eventually reach up to 30 officers.

Ian Huntley, 28, the caretaker of Soham Village College, the localsecondary school, has been charged with the murders of Jessica andHolly. Last week he appeared at Peterborough magistrates' court wherehe faced an additional charge of conspiracy to pervert the course ofjustice. Doctors at Rampton high security hospital, where he has beensectioned under the Mental Health Act, were granted a further 28 daysto find if he is fit to stand trial.

Huntley's girlfriend, Maxine Carr, 25, a former teaching assistant inthe murdered schoolgirls' school, has been charged with attempting topervert the course of justice.

Officials from Cambridgeshire county council last week met KevinHuntley, the father of Ian, to discuss his future as caretaker of aprimary school in Littleport. They told him it would be "inappropriate"for him to return to his job and home, which had been searched bydetectives for possible evidence. Ian Huntley's mother Lynda hasalready resigned from her job as a cleaner at Soham Village College.

oParents hoping to help as volunteers or to become governors at theirchild's school are facing delays because of a backlog at the CriminalRecords Bureau, which carries out detailed background checks.

(c) Times Newspapers Ltd, 2002.
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NATIONAL NEWS - School vetting agency vows to make its system work - Jim Kelly, the first journalist to be shown around the offices of the Criminal Records Bureau, finds staff determined to hit targets. 

"There have been some dark days," admits Bob Martin, surveying the Mersey from the offices of the Criminal Records Bureau on Liverpool's waterfront. "But there's no one here who ever thought we could not come through this." 

Mr Martin is an executive director of Capita, the listed company which is a partner in the embattled CRB - along with the Home Office. The CRB's failure to vet teachers in time for the new school term has become a national scandal. 

Its offices, an L-shaped, anonymous block beside the Liver Building, have become the object of scathing criticism - including outspoken attacks from Estelle Morris, education secretary. 

But inside, the mood seems upbeat and Capita's 700 staff "hot-desk" around the clock to try to meet the original target of turning around all applications - but especially those linked to schools - within three weeks. 

Capita is prepared to admit it got things wrong and says it is committed to putting them right. "The team here genuinely believes in the system," says Mr Martin. 

The company believes its role in the affair has been widely misunderstood. It wants people to know that the new system is not just a computerised, centralised, version of the old one but offers a better level of security. "We need to ask so many questions because we need to know a lot to make this a secure system. The people we are looking for are very clever at hiding themselves," said Pete Studd, Capita's operations director at the CRB. 

There is also frustration at Capita that it has been portrayed as running the whole of the CRB. "This is not an outsourcing deal. It's a partnership. But we are the bureau and we have to make this happen," says Mr Studd. 

Of the five floors at the Liverpool building two are taken up by the Home Office's CRB staff. The process also involves the police and local authorities, al-though Capita is responsible for the infrastructure underpinning the bureau. 

One problem has been paper. Originally the idea was that most applicants would be talked through the form over the telephone, without the need to fill it in personally. But so far 4m paper forms have been sent out. When they come back they often contain errors. 

Computer systems can be undermined by simple carelessness. For example, all forms have a special code number in one corner which must not be obscured. But batches come in with staples over the vital numbers. Originally 30 per cent had to be rejected because of simple errors, although that figure has now been reduced to 10 per cent. 

The form also requires a five-year history of the applicant's addresses and jobs so that police records can be checked. A single gap delays the form's passage - helping to swell a body of "work in progress" that at one stage threatened to strangle the system. 

Another problem has been late applications - or forms held for no apparent reason for weeks by local authorities before being passed to the CRB. 

For example, last Monday - the first day of term for many schools - saw 2,500 applications from school staff. Even at top running speed they would take three weeks to clear. 

Capita has taken measures to redesign the system, used extra capacity in India, and is working with local authorities to streamline the process. Mr Studd says he is now confident the CRB will meet its targets, although at present it is telling callers that forms will take five to six weeks. 

But when will it meet them? "There is a plan that says we will get there," says Mr Studd. 

The Home Office is in the driving seat on the project and sent troubleshooters in to the building earlier this week. 

When the deadline for meeting the target is announced the pressure will be back on. 

Capita's senior managers, aware the company's reputation is on the line, seem confident their system will respond. "We have had some highs and lows but it feels pretty good at the moment," says Mr Martin. 

London Edition 2.  
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Education Correspondent

HUNDREDS of volunteer schemes in schools will be scrapped this year because new vetting rules are being applied to pupils working with younger children.

Head teachers say a backlog means they will be unable to complete criminal checks on the thousands of secondary pupils who visit primary schools to help with reading, computing, sport or art.

Independent schools, which run 208 partnership projects with state schools, say the schemes will have to be disbanded this year in local education authorities that demand disclosure certificates from the Criminal Records Bureau for each pupil taking part. "We just won't be able to run them, which will be a great loss both to our pupils and the primary schools," said Chris Cullen, chairman of the Independent Schools' Council's community service working party.

"It doesn't make sense because we act in loco parentis and know a lot about our pupils' backgrounds," said Mr Cullen. "Surely we can be trusted to choose suitable pupils, and in any case they always work under the supervision of teachers."

The backlog at the new Criminal Records Bureau means that it is unable to complete checks on 8,000 school staff in time for the start of term.

Features - Comment - The Thursday Column - So now they're vetting mothers. What nonsense.

By BORIS JOHNSON.

1014 words

Publication date: 12 September 2002

Source: The Daily Telegraph

Page: 27

(c) 2002 Telegraph Group Limited, London

Action stations. Calling all patrols. Red alert. Nee-naw, nee-naw. A grown man was yesterday seen entering a state primary school. Though he was of unkempt appearance, no one challenged him or asked him his business. It seems that he was able to loiter in the school grounds for several minutes, during which time he chatted plausibly to some parents.

Several witnesses have now come forward to confirm that he brazenly gained access to at least one classroom, and had brief physical contact with no fewer than three children, including a girl as young as five.

Does that not make your marrow freeze? In the wake of Soham, do you not find it scandalous that adult males should be allowed to mingle so freely with our little ones?

OK, so the man in question turns out to be the father of three children at the school. In fact, he has been going there for five years, because it is one of his few domestic tasks to walk the children to school, and he is, as you will have guessed, myself.

And now that I have revealed the utter innocence of my mission, I hope that you will agree that parents should, in principle, be allowed into their children's schools.

Oh no they shouldn't! says the state. Not on your nelly, say the nutters of Merton council, who have decreed that it is illegal for mothers to help with school reading classes, unless they have been vetted by the new Criminal Records Bureau.

I know several mothers who volunteer to do this. One imagines that it is a help to the teachers, and reassuring to the children. Are we really saying that every time a mum offers to rally round with the reading, her name has to be tapped into some moronic computer, which will then inform the school head of her misdemeanours, whether they be possession of cannabis or driving with a faulty tail light?

This is the same Criminal Records Bureau that has, in the past couple of weeks, managed to keep half the schools in the country closed while it struggled to vet all teachers before the new term. Did it detect a single paedophile among the teachers? It did not.

When you are dealing with a firm such as Capita, it is not a good idea to rush them. As Philip Johnston reported in these pages last week, one well-meaning wing commander wanted to help with Meals on Wheels, applied to be vetted by the CRB, and was informed that he was forbidden from giving any such assistance, on the ground that he was a serial burglar.

Oh, no, I'm not, he said. Oh, yes, you are, they said. You're Nosher so-and-so. It says so 'ere. As it happened, his identity had been stolen, but what did the computer know?

Why, given the well attested record of Capita, did the Government suddenly crack the whip, at the end of August, and insist on universal vetting by the beginning of term? Everyone knew it would be impossible.

The National Association of Head Teachers had given sensible advice to its members, to let the teachers take up their posts, and let the vetting come when it was ready. But Margaret Hodge, the schools minister, was caught up in the media frenzy of Soham. When the caretaker and his girlfriend were suspected, vetting became a national priority. In the impotent rage of the moment, it was something she could do, and to hell with the complications.

The result, as we now know, was that many teachers spent days eating digestives in the staff room while waiting for Capita to come up with their record; and many children were actually sent home, where they were doubtless cuffed by parents already drained by the summer holidays.

Let us be in no doubt about paedophiles. I would be quite happy if the European Convention on Human Rights were re-written to allow them to be strung up by the goolies. But we fail, in our response to the problem, to obey the principle of proportionality.

The crimes of Soham were unspeakable, but that kind of crime is rare. And yet a visitor from another age, walking around modern Britain, would conclude that the place was crawling with perverts and child molesters.

At a playground in Primrose Hill I recently noticed that adults were forbidden to go to the lavatories, and there was even a weird pictogram, with an adult and a child holding hands and a red line crossed through them. So what are you supposed to do, with very young children?

Perhaps we are just meant to behave like generals in the First World War: give our troops a close briefing about their objectives, send them over the top, and hope they come back in one piece.

This restriction seems especially bonkers since any unsavoury characters would benefit, of course, from the absence of parents.

Trying to play tennis in Coram Fields in central London, I was told that you can't get into the park unless accompanied by a child. Children get fatter and fatter, prevented from walking to school by the hysterical terror of their parents.

Whence this terror? I have a theory. It is probably something to do with the potency of the modern media, their ability to create a sense of personal involvement in a tragedy; the broadcasting of private videos and photos, the increasing willingness of victims and families to articulate their emotions on camera.

As with the death of Diana, Princess of Wales, the volume and ubiquity of the coverage becomes inescapable, and psychologically transforming. In that atmosphere, politicians feel they have to do something, even if the logic of the proposal is that mothers should really check with the Criminal Records Bureau before allowing children to be accompanied by their fathers, and vice versa.

Boris Johnson is MP for Henley and editor of The Spectator.
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Online - Public domain - E-push keeping IT afloat - In the first in aseries of features on public sector IT, says Michael Cross the goodtimes are still rolling.

There's a corner of dotcom land where it's still 1999. As shops, banksand telecom firms cut back their web budgets, one sector is stillthrowing money at online services with little concern about who willuse them or how they will turn a profit.

That sector, of course, is government. Every public body in Britain,from parish councils to police forces to Whitehall departments to megaagencies such as the DVLA, is either upgrading IT or working on plansto do so. The bill adds up to billions: central departments alreadyhave projects worth £10bn under way, the NHS has earmarked £5bn on topof existing budgets, and councils and police forces will add anotherbillion or two.

Last week, the NHS's new IT chief became our highest paid civilservant. There's definitely a sense that the good times are here.

Ask ministers where all this money is going, and they will reply, withone voice, "modernisation". But what's concentrating minds and openingwallets is one specific aspect of modernisation - the 2005 e-governmenttarget. This is a pledge by the prime minister that all public serviceswill be available electronically by 2005.

This target has received some clarification. It applies only toservices that are possible to deliver electronically: meals on wheelswill still arrive by van. "Electronically" doesn't necessarily meanover the internet: telephone call-centres will count, so long as theopera tors can deal electronically with your problem. Finally, thetarget of "by 2005" has come to mean "by 31 December 2005".

We'll probably get there. The latest estimate is that of the 520separate things that government does for citizens and businesses, 386will be "electronically enabled" by the end of this year. In anotherwise sceptical report, the Commons committee of public accounts(PAC) finds no reason to doubt that "nearly all" services will beonline by 31 December 2005.

What will it mean for the citizen? The web has transformed one aspectof government - getting information. Today, the idea of queueing at HerMajesty's Stationery Office to pick up a copy of a white paper insteadof downloading it from a departmental website seems ridiculous(instead, we drum our fingers as the PDF trickles down the wire, butthat's another story).

Services that involve more than simply publishing information have beena little slower, but are starting to appear. You can now practise thedriving theory test online. Need to pay your council tax or a parkingfine? It's worth checking your council's website to see if you can doit online: several have launched e-payment services but aren't shoutingabout it in case they are overwhelmed by demand.

The best place to start is the portal sitewww.ukonline. gov.uk, nowapproaching its second birthday.

Now comes the difficult bit. The next stage in e-government is whatgurus call "transactions" - secure two-way communications of sensitiveinformation: benefit claims, for example. These are far more difficultto engineer than simple one-way services, largely because of thedifficulty of authenticating a person's identity electronically.(Councils accepting e-payments argue that these transactions don't needmuch security because there's no reason for anyone to defraud.)

An even bigger challenge is cultural. If e-government is to make a realdifference, ordinary people must use it. So far, the PAC warns, thereis little sign of enthusiasm in that direction.

Another worrying sign comes from the latest government IT fiasco to hitthe headlines. One reason why the Criminal Records Bureau wasoverwhelmed by demand was that nearly three quarters of teachersneeding clearance submitted their forms on paper rather thanelectronically.

If teachers, of all people, are reluctant to use IT for importanttransactions, e-government has a long way to go. Otherwise, it may godown in history as nothing more than a massive Keynsian liferaft forthe IT industry.

* Improving public services through e-government. House of CommonsCommittee of Public Accounts 54th report of session 2001-02.
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Education Correspondent

PARENTS who help out at their children's schools are being told to stay at home unless they have been vetted and cleared by the Criminal Records Bureau. They are no longer being allowed to listen to children read, assist with concerts and plays or accompany school trips.

The draconian rules being brought in by local education authorities will greatly add to the bureau's backlog and leave schools without most of their parent helpers until well after Christmas. Anyone who has signed up to one of the Government's schemes to encourage employees of local businesses to help with reading and sport or to act as role models and mentors will also be affected.

"Until now parental assistance has been seen as a vital part of the ethos and functioning of the school," said a father whose wife has been told that she can no longer help with reading in their five-year-old son's class.

Matthew Cannon, from Merton, south-west London, said his son had brought a letter home from schools saying parents had to be vetted by the CRB. "It's madness," he said. "Parents are allowed to look after their own children at home but are not to be trusted in a classroom of 30 children and a qualified, vetted teacher."

The Department for Education said that it expected anyone coming into regular contact with pupils, such as helping with reading, to be CRB-checked. The need for vetting would depend on "the regularity and type of contact", said the spokesman.

Teachers can work without a CRB disclosure certificate under the interim arrangements announced last week if their references have been investigated and they have been cleared by a check on List 99, the department's database of people convicted of offences making them unsuitable to work with children.

The position on parents, however, would depend on the circumstances and extent of the contact they were having with the pupils, she said, and schools might not consider a List 99 check to be sufficient. One-off arrangements for parents to help would be at the discretion of the head teachers.

Local authorities, however, are playing safe and imposing a blanket ban on parents in schools, other than to deliver their children and speak to their teachers. Sue Evans, Merton's director of education, said that as a matter of good practice, it had always advised schools "that where parents are working closely with children they should seek police checks".

Birmingham said its advice to schools was that "any parent coming into school or going on school trips should be referred to the CRB". Sandwell said it required checks on "absolutely everyone" going into schools, including parents. "We have even checked contractors doing work on the premises," said the spokesman.

Surrey, too, said it expected police checks on all parent-volunteers. It hoped parents would be able to afford the £12 fee charged by the CRB, but schools would have the discretion to pay the charge for those in difficult financial circumstances.

David Hart, the general secretary of the National Association of Head Teachers, said it was a "sign of the times". He added: "At a time when governors who don't actually come into contact with children have to be police checked it is hardly surprising that it will apply to parents. This is the price we pay for the need to be ultra cautious."
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SIR - My son returned from his first day back at school with a letter advising us that it is no longer possible for parents to help out in their own children's classes until they have been vetted by the Criminal Records Bureau.

Until now parental assistance in class was not just encouraged, it was "a vital part of the ethos and functioning of the school". The council cannot give a time frame in which vetting can take place. How can the school function properly now?

We are not talking about strangers or hired help; we are talking about parents with children in the classes in which they are helping. Surely any vetting procedure that would pick out the dangerous parents should have already disqualified those adults from looking after their own children, who would be in far greater peril than those in a classroom with 30 children and a qualified, vetted teacher. Any parent who wanted to molest their children's friends would be far more likely to invite those children to their home, where they could assault them at leisure.

When I phoned Merton council to inquire whether this ruling was a result of local or national policy, I was advised that it was law. Alarmingly, I was also told that I was the first parent to make any kind of comment or complaint. In the meantime, my son's individual reading time in class has been reduced to virtually nil.

I can foresee child protection being raised as a handy future excuse for falling standards of literacy, but I don't accept that my child's safety has been enhanced by the ban on unvetted parental assistance in class.

Matthew Cannon

London SW19.
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Education - Record time - The school year never starts smoothly, butthis year staff vetting has worked its way to the top of a pile ofpriorities for a Leeds headteacher. By Martin Wainwright.

As the paedophile vetting storm swirled round TV studios and governmentdepartments last week, Susan Kaye sat in her school office, likehundreds of other headteachers, and fretted about something calledUpper Pay Spine Progression.

Second on her list of new-year challenges was dealing with an arsonattack two weeks ago, which closed one of two assembly halls at IntakeArts College in Leeds and made a Horlicks of the complex timetable formore than 1,400 pupils.

Then came the Who Gets A Laptop Quandary - the government has promisedone for every teacher but Intake, with 85 staff, has been allowed only17 machines this year. Then, and only then, came the question: do weshut the place down because five new teachers and one special needsassistant haven't got their clearance papers from the Criminal RecordsBureau?

Kaye, 52, eight years a deputy, five a head and the mother of adaughter and a son, simply raises an eyebrow. On the way to see her at8.30am you follow a two-mile trail of dawdling figures in Intake'smaroon uniform. Would any child protection expert really consider themsafer having a day, a week, maybe even a month off school?

The government u-turn on guidance sorted that out last Thursday. ButKaye never had any doubts when the problem suddenly jumped up and bit.Looking back on "vetting week," she says: "I was determined from thebeginning that I wasn't going to let any children start the new schoolyear, a completely new school for more than 300 of them, by missingout."

Intake - a famous nurturing place for juvenile TV stars such asCoronation Street's troubled teenager David Platt - duly stayed open.But the episode took an unwelcome toll in paperwork, staff anxiety andtime.

It began for Kaye when she got back from a family holiday in Ireland onAugust bank holiday weekend, read about the gathering storm over CRBdelays in the papers and realised that some of her 20 new teachers werebound to be involved.

"It turned out to be five, three of them newly qualified teachers, allstill waiting," she says. It was a situation she had faced before,every year of her senior management career, but that was under the oldpolice vetting system, which was always late.

Now there was the new Criminal Records Bureau and a sense of publicexpectation that the paedophile dragnet would somehow beextrafine-meshed. The arrest and charging of two school staff inconnection with the Soham tragedy had fuelled this, and also drawngovernment ministers into making statements over children's safety.

Monday last week was a staff training day at Intake, but the carefullydrawn-up plans had to be modified. Senior management diverted some oftheir time away from dealing with the arson and the crucial settling-inof so many new colleagues - a fifth of the teaching staff. They agreedtwo things: we open; and the still-to-be-cleared staff will always havea colleague in their classroom.

"I made the decision," says Kaye firmly. "We're fortunate to have 15special needs assistants and a great pool of support staff. Otherpeople are in and out of the classrooms all the time. I told everyonethey weren't to worry, we'd get through it in a few days. There was nodissent. Everyone wanted the term to get off to a smooth start."

So did Education Leeds, the arms-length public/private board in chargeof the city's schools service, which had scrambled off a letter toheads and governors before end of business the previous Friday. It waswaiting in Kaye's in-tray and it confirmed what she'd already done:explaining the pre-Morris-u-turn guidelines. The letter also explainedthe law behind them, which could be very nasty in the hands of aworried parent's solicitor. It offered four options.

Delay the start of term, hire supply cover, ban the unvetted fromdirect contact with pupils, and finally the Intake option ofguaranteeing supervision by a vetted colleague.

All kinds of thoughts went through Kaye's mind as she came to herdecision. Intake has a particularly experienced child protection recordfor a comprehensive, as so many students get offers for term-time workfrom TV or radio. "Quite a few have their own agents," she grins,recalling how she recently sat doing her correcting while three boysrehearsed a dance routine in the hall. "One was Jack, our CoronationStreet lad, another had lots of TV bookings but the third hadn't yetgot any. I told him: what you need, son, is a new agent."

The publicity about paedophilia had also introduced concepts such as"grooming", the police term for the commonest form of adult seductionof a child. Slow-paced, and based on building an initially innocuousfriendship, this could hardly take place, Kaye reasoned, in theinterval before the CRB results came through.

"My most important issue on the Monday, though, was welcoming the newstaff and discussing the year's priorities with all my colleagues," shesays, and for the rest of the day Intake's teachers and support staffgot on with that. On Tuesday, the new pupils of year 7 arrived for arelatively quiet day with just year 12, the lower sixth, which alsoalways includes a lot of older, new pupils, transferring from otherLeeds comprehensives for specialist performing arts courses.

"Everything went well," says Kaye, "and one of the five teachersthoughtfully brought in his clearance papers, which had been copied tohim at home, though we still haven't got them here." Wednesday saw allthe kids arrive in the second stage of the staggered start: no problemson the issue, and no worried calls from parents or governors.

"We've got supportive parents and we're open about what we do," saysthe head. "The vetting needs to be done, of course it does. It'scrucial that the full CRB checks are complete and received here, and weknow the golden rule: never assume that all is well. By Thursday I'dstill had no phone calls." And on Thursday, Estelle Morris, educationsecretary, finally fell in with Intake's line.

The school had been spared much media attention, which focused locallyon the head of Cockburn high school in south Leeds, Colin Richardson.Staying open with 15 uncleared staff, he carried all his parents,teachers and governors with him.

But throughout the week, Kaye says, looking back, the vetting was atiresome thread between the more challenging issues that came top ofher start-of-term priority list. She found it odd to move between theworld outside the school gates, where vetting made headlines and led TVbulletins, and the school itself, where upper spine pay progression hada much more pressing call on her skills.

Not a gut issue like child safety? "No, but you'll be writing about itbefore the end of the year," she says. Like the government'sexaggerated laptop offer, the USPP is a national programme of extra payfor long and valuable teaching service which fatally hasn't been givenfull funds.

"I've got 35 teachers who can apply for it this year," she says. Thefigure is seven times the number affected by the vetting row.

"How will we allocate it?" ponders Kaye, who has received one set ofadvice from the government, a completely different one from theteaching unions, and a third from her own Secondary Heads Association.The issues of performance review or robbing the school's tight £4mbudget are much tougher than the vetting debate, but clearly more toher liking.

With Friday approaching, normality gets another foothold as NorahBradbury, Intake's principal officer, who has worked tirelessly overthe arson with site superintendent Alan Turner, comes in with thelatest about the school's building programme. Some £600,000-worth ofnew library and dining-room space should have been ready by last week.In fact, bricks and mortar and builders have yet to be seen.

"It would have been nice if they'd at least been able to make a start,"sighs Kaye, ending her first week back in a state she calls "relativelycalm".

"It's just been one of a series of issues which you've got to resolve,"she says.

Susan Kaye has managed to start the term with 'relative calm'. Asixth-form music lesson at Intake Arts College (left) ChristopherThomond

Written tests:

The CRB's disclosure application form is a minefield of potentialerrors that makes the backlog and saga of delays seem almostinevitable.

"You need everything bar your inside leg measurement," says Susan Kayewearily, while her school's principal officer, Norah Bradbury, clicksher tongue over elephant traps on the white and grey sheets.

"They scan them electronically, so the handwriting really matters," shesays. Teachers may not be as bad as GPs, but some horrible squiggleshave been returned, uncomprehended, by the bureau.

Accompanied by a 26-page explanatory booklet, whose example addressesinclude the rather sweet "10 Tulip Street, Townsville", the form is theapplicant's responsibility. The information - only on criminal offencesrelevant to the job applied for - is sent to him or her, with a copy tothe employer who must legally treat it in strict confidence. Thebureau, an executive agency of the Home Office, charges £12 to theeducation authority "to cover costs".

The trawl of potentially important information is not comprehensive.Offences committed in Northern Ireland may not show up. Crimescommitted in other countries definitely won't. However, the CRB offersadvice on how to try to extract such data from overseas agencies.

The full list of documents includes: birth certificate; payslip orforms P45 or P60; home addresses for the past five years; details ofthe job applied for and employer; details of someone who has known youfor at least two years, lives in the UK and would agree to be areferee; and bank details.

In addition, the form requires applicants to show the employer either apassport or photo driving licence and "as many of the following aspossible": original birth certificate, driving licence, P45/P60,marriage certificate and two proofs of address from a recent utilitybill, credit card, bank, mortgage or insurance statement.

Applicants have to give the number of financially dependent childrenthey have aged under-18 and their own mother's maiden name. They mayalso make what they like of the accompanying booklet's missionstatement: "We aim to process 95% of standard disclosure applicationswithin one week."
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More than 10,000 students may be unable to participate fully in theircollege courses until the beginning of next year at the earliest,according to Association of Colleges (AoC) figures. All students oncare courses working with children require clearance from the CriminalRecords Bureau (CRB) and as of late last week it was unclear just howmany - if any - had passed the necessary security checks.

While the education secretary, Estelle Morris, was forced into anembarrassing climbdown, due to the backlog of applications, in ordertopermit teachers and FE lecturers to work without full CRB clearance atthe discretion of the head or principal, colleges had yet to be givenany guidance on the appropriate way to deal with their students.

"We're getting over 40 calls from colleges per day to our helpline,"says Ivor Jones, the AoC's director of employment policy. "All of themare related to how they should handle the CRB issue. We know of somestudents who have lost work placements because their checks have notcome through, and it is highly probable that others will be unable totake part in the practical aspects of their course for at least thefirst term.

"It is an extremely difficult situation for these students. We've askedthe DfES to clarify the position, but have so far received noresponse."

Despite the education secretary's efforts last week to defuse thesituation, college principals are still faced with a difficult decisionas to how best to deal with staff who teach off-site. The recentmurders of schoolgirls Holly Wells and Jessica Chapman has made theissue of security clearance a very sensitive subject, and while headsmay be prepared to allow unvetted staff to work on site where they canbe closely supervised, they may well be unwilling to put their heads onthe block for staff who teach away from the college.

Although the Soham murders have given CRB clearance an added edge, thepresent troubles go back to the time when Capita, the facilitiesmanagement company whose four directors shared in a £7.5m salary payoutlast year, was awarded the contract to carry out the vetting on theCRB's behalf. According to one insider, Capita "should not really betaking on the contracts and they know it. They don't have the staff andthey don't have the resources." This assessment is borne out by IvorJones' experience of the company.

"We wrote to them back in May to voice our concerns," he says. "We toldthem they had not printed enough ap plication forms, but this was onlythe start of the problem.

"Colleges have had their applications lost and mislaid, while othershave been lodged with the CRB for well over three months. Furthermore,sometimes the CRB has sent back applications requesting moreinformation to the wrong address.

"Here at the AoC, we have been sent some highly confidentialinformation about some applicants, even though the correct address itshould have been sent to was clearly marked on the form. We have nowinformed the data protection commissioner about this."

There are also indications that further education colleges may begetting a still worse deal. A spokesperson for the DfES said that "alleducation workers would be receiving priority for vetting". However onecollege, which prefers not to be identified, has been told by Capitathat clearance of school teachers would take priority over clearancefor further education lecturers.

Capita said that the company was only responsible for part of the CRBprocess and it was not up to Capita to say what should be prioritised.

A spokesperson for the Home Office said the CRB would investigate anyspecific concerns and that its policy was to provide the bestprotection for children. "Clearly the most vulnerable group is childrenof school age and they have been our focus. At the same time we havenot neglected other groups, such as 16-19-year olds."

This is not the first time further education has suffered at the handsof Capita: it also had responsibility for administering the ill-fatedIndividual Learning Accounts. The education secretary may wellpronounce herself a dissatisfied customer of Capita. What the collegesthink is unprintable.
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Written tests - Record time - The school year never starts smoothly,but this year staff vetting has worked its way to the top of a pile ofpriorities for a Leeds headteacher. By Martin Wainwright.

As the paedophile vetting storm swirled round TV studios and governmentdepartments last week, Susan Kaye sat in her school office, likehundreds of other headteachers, and fretted about something calledUpper Pay Spine Progression.

Second on her list of new-year challenges was dealing with an arsonattack two weeks ago, which closed one of two assembly halls at IntakeArts College in Leeds and made a Horlicks of the complex timetable formore than 1,400 pupils.

Then came the Who Gets A Laptop Quandary - the government has promisedone for every teacher but Intake, with 85 staff, has been allowed only17 machines this year. Then, and only then, came the question: do weshut the place down because five new teachers and one special needsassistant haven't got their clearance papers from the Criminal RecordsBureau?

Kaye, 52, eight years a deputy, five a head and the mother of adaughter and a son, simply raises an eyebrow. On the way to see her at8.30am you follow a two-mile trail of dawdling figures in Intake'smaroon uniform. Would any child protection expert really consider themsafer having a day, a week, maybe even a month off school?

The government u-turn on guidance sorted that out last Thursday. ButKaye never had any doubts when the problem suddenly jumped up and bit.Looking back on "vetting week," she says: "I was determined from thebeginning that I wasn't going to let any children start the new schoolyear, a completely new school for more than 300 of them, by missingout."

Intake - a famous nurturing place for juvenile TV stars such asCoronation Street's troubled teenager David Platt - duly stayed open.But the episode took an unwelcome toll in paperwork, staff anxiety andtime.

It began for Kaye when she got back from a family holiday in Ireland onAugust bank holiday weekend, read about the gathering storm over CRBdelays in the papers and realised that some of her 20 new teachers werebound to be involved.

"It turned out to be five, three of them newly qualified teachers, allstill waiting," she says. It was a situation she had faced before,every year of her senior management career, but that was under the oldpolice vetting system, which was always late.

Now there was the new Criminal Records Bureau and a sense of publicexpectation that the paedophile dragnet would somehow beextrafine-meshed. The arrest and charging of two school staff inconnection with the Soham tragedy had fuelled this, and also drawngovernment ministers into making statements over children's safety.

Monday last week was a staff training day at Intake, but the carefullydrawn-up plans had to be modified. Senior management diverted some oftheir time away from dealing with the arson and the crucial settling-inof so many new colleagues - a fifth of the teaching staff. They agreedtwo things: we open; and the still-to-be-cleared staff will always havea colleague in their classroom.

"I made the decision," says Kaye firmly. "We're fortunate to have 15special needs assistants and a great pool of support staff. Otherpeople are in and out of the classrooms all the time. I told everyonethey weren't to worry, we'd get through it in a few days. There was nodissent. Everyone wanted the term to get off to a smooth start."

So did Education Leeds, the arms-length public/private board in chargeof the city's schools service, which had scrambled off a letter toheads and governors before end of business the previous Friday. It waswaiting in Kaye's in-tray and it confirmed what she'd already done:explaining the pre-Morris-u-turn guidelines. The letter also explainedthe law behind them, which could be very nasty in the hands of aworried parent's solicitor. It offered four options.

Delay the start of term, hire supply cover, ban the unvetted fromdirect contact with pupils, and finally the Intake option ofguaranteeing supervision by a vetted colleague.

All kinds of thoughts went through Kaye's mind as she came to herdecision. Intake has a particularly experienced child protection recordfor a comprehensive, as so many students get offers for term-time workfrom TV or radio. "Quite a few have their own agents," she grins,recalling how she recently sat doing her correcting while three boysrehearsed a dance routine in the hall. "One was Jack, our CoronationStreet lad, another had lots of TV bookings but the third hadn't yetgot any. I told him: what you need, son, is a new agent."

The publicity about paedophilia had also introduced concepts such as"grooming", the police term for the commonest form of adult seductionof a child. Slow-paced, and based on building an initially innocuousfriendship, this could hardly take place, Kaye reasoned, in theinterval before the CRB results came through.

"My most important issue on the Monday, though, was welcoming the newstaff and discussing the year's priorities with all my colleagues," shesays, and for the rest of the day Intake's teachers and support staffgot on with that. On Tuesday, the new pupils of year 7 arrived for arelatively quiet day with just year 12, the lower sixth, which alsoalways includes a lot of older, new pupils, transferring from otherLeeds comprehensives for specialist performing arts courses.

"Everything went well," says Kaye, "and one of the five teachersthoughtfully brought in his clearance papers, which had been copied tohim at home, though we still haven't got them here." Wednesday saw allthe kids arrive in the second stage of the staggered start: no problemson the issue, and no worried calls from parents or governors.

"We've got supportive parents and we're open about what we do," saysthe head. "The vetting needs to be done, of course it does. It'scrucial that the full CRB checks are complete and received here, and weknow the golden rule: never assume that all is well. By Thursday I'dstill had no phone calls." And on Thursday, Estelle Morris, educationsecretary, finally fell in with Intake's line.

The school had been spared much media attention, which focused locallyon the head of Cockburn high school in south Leeds, Colin Richardson.Staying open with 15 uncleared staff, he carried all his parents,teachers and governors with him.

But throughout the week, Kaye says, looking back, the vetting was atiresome thread between the more challenging issues that came top ofher start-of-term priority list. She found it odd to move between theworld outside the school gates, where vetting made headlines and led TVbulletins, and the school itself, where upper spine pay progression hada much more pressing call on her skills.

Not a gut issue like child safety? "No, but you'll be writing about itbefore the end of the year," she says. Like the government'sexaggerated laptop offer, the USPP is a national programme of extra payfor long and valuable teaching service which fatally hasn't been givenfull funds.

"I've got 35 teachers who can apply for it this year," she says. Thefigure is seven times the number affected by the vetting row.

"How will we allocate it?" ponders Kaye, who has received one set ofadvice from the government, a completely different one from theteaching unions, and a third from her own Secondary Heads Association.The issues of performance review or robbing the school's tight £4mbudget are much tougher than the vetting debate, but clearly more toher liking.

With Friday approaching, normality gets another foothold as NorahBradbury, Intake's principal officer, who has worked tirelessly overthe arson with site superintendent Alan Turner, comes in with thelatest about the school's building programme. Some £600,000-worth ofnew library and dining-room space should have been ready by last week.In fact, bricks and mortar and builders have yet to be seen.

"It would have been nice if they'd at least been able to make a start,"sighs Kaye, ending her first week back in a state she calls "relativelycalm".

"It's just been one of a series of issues which you've got to resolve,"she says.

Susan Kaye has managed to start the term with 'relative calm'. Asixth-form music lesson at Intake Arts College (left) ChristopherThomond

The CRB's disclosure application form is a minefield of potentialerrors that makes the backlog and saga of delays seem almostinevitable.

"You need everything bar your inside leg measurement," says Susan Kayewearily, while her school's principal officer, Norah Bradbury, clicksher tongue over elephant traps on the white and grey sheets.

"They scan them electronically, so the handwriting really matters," shesays. Teachers may not be as bad as GPs, but some horrible squiggleshave been returned, uncomprehended, by the bureau.

Accompanied by a 26-page explanatory booklet, whose example addressesinclude the rather sweet "10 Tulip Street, Townsville", the form is theapplicant's responsibility. The information - only on criminal offencesrelevant to the job applied for - is sent to him or her, with a copy tothe employer who must legally treat it in strict confidence. Thebureau, an executive agency of the Home Office, charges £12 to theeducation authority "to cover costs".

The trawl of potentially important information is not comprehensive.Offences committed in Northern Ireland may not show up. Crimescommitted in other countries definitely won't. However, the CRB offersadvice on how to try to extract such data from overseas agencies.

The full list of documents includes: birth certificate; payslip orforms P45 or P60; home addresses for the past five years; details ofthe job applied for and employer; details of someone who has known youfor at least two years, lives in the UK and would agree to be areferee; and bank details.

In addition, the form requires applicants to show the employer either apassport or photo driving licence and "as many of the following aspossible": original birth certificate, driving licence, P45/P60,marriage certificate and two proofs of address from a recent utilitybill, credit card, bank, mortgage or insurance statement.

Applicants have to give the number of financially dependent childrenthey have aged under-18 and their own mother's maiden name. They mayalso make what they like of the accompanying booklet's missionstatement: "We aim to process 95% of standard disclosure applicationswithin one week."

MW.
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COMMENT & ANALYSIS - Private companies and very public failures - Reforming services by 'naming and shaming' poor performers can backfire on the government and its contractors. 

At times it is easy to think that involving the private sector in public services has brought nothing but trouble for all concerned. The government may have hoped that its softly worded manifesto declaration that "where private sector providers can support public endeavour, we should use them" would lead to co-operation and consensus. Instead it has brought unrest and complaint. But just wait: things are about to get worse. 

At their annual conference in Blackpool this week trade union leaders will be lining up to denounce the "privatisation" of public services. A moratorium on the Private Finance Initiative will be demanded, as will further protection for public sector workers transferred to the private sector. 

John Edmonds, leader of the GMB, urges the government to "bury new Labour" and its belief that "the private sector cavalry" can ride to the rescue of underperforming schools and hospitals. 

Dave Prentis, general secretary of Unison, argues that the government "is naive in believing that reform of the public services will come from involvement of the private sector" where "profit seems to come before the public interest". 

There will be more of the same at the Labour party conference at the end of the month. 

The unions' onslaught follows a depressing report from the Audit Commission last week on public sector recruitment and retention. It found that the prime reason why public sector workers quit their jobs was a sense that they are not valued. Unions have also seized on the chaos at the Criminal Records Bureau over the vetting of teachers, social care staff and others, as evidence that the private sector cannot be trusted to achieve results. 

As the political rhetoric turns hostile, private sector companies are discovering that involvement in public services carries risks to their reputation that failures and teething troubles in the private sector rarely attract. 

Investors in construction companies have realised that the PFI is not a one-way street to profit and are marking down shares. Companies involved in the PFI are finding the bid costs so daunting that they are becoming more selective about the projects for which they tender. That must raise the possibility that some projects will have too few bidders for a competitive tendering process. 

The government can hardly view any of these trends with equanimity. In particular, given its commitment to improving public services, the low morale among public service workers must be alarming. 

Yet the very methods the government is using to improve public services are partly to blame for the recruitment problem. The favoured approach to raising standards and increasing efficiency during the past decade has had the unfortunate effect of destroying faith in the public sector. 

Lacking the usual market mechanisms that allow people to change providers when dissatisfied, Conservative and Labour governments have resorted to more bureaucratic methods. The chief tool has been to expose poor performance via a battery of targets, league tables and star ratings. Those schools, councils, hospitals and other services deemed to be "failing" are then put through various forms of takeover, increasingly involving the private sector. 

Inevitably it is the failures that grab the headlines, leaving the public convinced that services in general are awful and employees, most of whom do a good job, feeling unloved. 

The private sector, too, is learning that failure attracts attention. PFI and outsourcing have achieved plenty of successes. But what sticks most in the memory? The Passport Office fiasco of a few years ago, the deep-seated problems with a new National Insurance computer, the collapse of individual learning accounts. 

Analysis of these mishaps and others by the National Audit Office often finds, however, that while the private sector takes a share of the blame it is rarely entirely at fault. Just as often, the commissioning of these services has been inadequate. The government sets unrealistic timetables, demands too much change at once, fails to make clear what precisely the contract is required to deliver. In short, it behaves like a bad purchaser. 

When things have gone wrong, the private sector has tended to bite its tongue, fearful of upsetting the government, the biggest customer around. But there are signs that this may be changing. Rod Aldridge, executive chairman of Capita, the service provider, has been at pains to point out Whitehall's role in the fiasco over criminality checks on new teachers. It was the education department that decided to allow paper as well as electronic applications to the Criminal Records Bureau, he says. The knee-jerk decision, post-Soham, to require all new teachers to be vetted created impossible demands. "We are not in politics," Mr Aldridge said as Estelle Morris, education secretary, pinned the blame for failure on his company. But "the rules have changed in the past 24 hours". 

The government thus goes into the autumn with an ideological battle still to win over the use of a mixed economy of provision to improve public services. It faces a private sector bruised by its experience and a public sector workforce unconvinced, despite billions of extra investment, that its efforts are valued. It is not a happy prospect. 

nick.timmins@ft.com 
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CHECKS ON the criminal records of more than 100,000 people working withchildren have been delayed for up to a year because the new Criminal RecordsBureau has concentrated its limited resources on vetting teachers.

The backlog of "enhanced" checks at the bureau has risen to 102,000 andincludes applications from people working in children's care homes, hospitalpaediatrics staff, social workers and probation officers. The backlog hasbuilt up because the bureau has been told by the Government to checkteachers and school staff amid public concern over the threat posed toschoolchildren. Fears have been prompted by the murders of Holly Wells andJessica Chapman in Cambridgeshire.

A consequence of the policy has been that tens of thousands of checks onpeople who work more closely than teachers with children have had theirchecks delayed, some until next summer. Staff are concerned that the risksposed to youngsters in care are potentially much greater than those inschools.

One source said: "In children's homes there's a greater risk. It is morebehind closed doors, there's more contact and there's less likelihood ofcomplaints. There is also a far greater history of problems in care homes."

The bureau, which is based in Merseyside and is expected to check more than11 million people a year by 2005, has been beset by teething problems sinceit started operating last spring.

Last Friday, the Home Secretary, David Blunkett, said he was bringing in ateam of independent senior managers to improve performance at the bureau.

Harry Fletcher, assistant general secretary of the National Association ofProbation Officers, said the "chaotic" situation meant that some peoplemight be taken on to work with children without being checked.

Teachers from abroad escape police vetting.
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A NEW flaw emerged in the government's system for vetting teachers lastnight when it was revealed that thousands of foreign teachers workingin Britain are not having full police checks run on their backgrounds.

While schools throughout the country wait for the Criminal RecordsBureau to clear the huge backlog of unchecked British staff, checks onforeign teachers are being left entirely to teacher supply agencies andlocal education authorities.

The Department for Education and Skills concedes that some countriessupplying "certificates of good conduct" may not run a full check forcriminal convictions. In particular, it cites South Africa - currentlythe largest supplier of teachers to the UK - as a country whereinformation is not available from government records.

Teachers are arriving from abroad at the rate of about 8,000 a year andin some areas they make up 20% of school staff. However, the educationdepartment's latest guidance simply says: "Where an applicant is from acountry where criminal record checks cannot be made for childprotection purposes, employers must take extra care in taking upreferences and carrying out other checks on a person's background."

The problem is not confined to countries outside Europe. The departmentis warning that there are no arrangements for checking criminalbackgrounds with the Irish authorities. Similarly, the Portugueseauthorities do not provide information directly to employers in othercountries, though teachers can obtain copies of their own records.

Teacher supply agencies sought to play down the problem. A spokesmanfor Timeplan, one of the largest agencies, said: "We have recruitedwell over 200 teachers from South Africa for this year and we were ableto carry out police checks on them all."

Vetting at the chalkface News Review, page 10
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With the new system for checking teachers in chaos Terry Farrell, aformer head, reveals how schools weed out suspect staff

So where are we now in the mess over the criminal vetting of schoolstaff? By tomorrow the schools will be where they should have been lastWednesday. Open for the new academic year.

Thousands of children were told to stay home last week because thegovernment insisted that all new caretakers, classroom assistants andteachers had to be checked by the new Criminal Records Bureau (CRB)before they could start work this term. Despite assurances thatdeadlines would be met, the CRB has a backlog of 7,000 checks.

It is unclear when the deadline was imposed. The Department forEducation and Skills denies it was as a result of the Soham murdersduring the summer holidays but acknowledges that there is "heightenedawareness" of the need for vetting.

Many of the delays were for technicalities, certificates that haven'tarrived, perhaps. Many of the unvetted are newly qualified teachers,such as Tracey Lowther, who had expected Wednesday to be her first dayteaching at Berger school, a primary in east London.

Ironically, it is the school where last year she did teaching practice.When children arrived on Wednesday, she prepared her classroom and thenhad to wait in the staff room while a supply teacher taught herlessons. "It was frustrating," she said.

With chaos looming, the education secretary, Estelle Morris, announceda U turn. Staff could start work following a check against List 99, theeducation department's register of teachers considered unfit to workwith children.

Most of the 2,500 names on List 99 have been referred from schools atwhich staff had been accused of wrongdoing. Schools make the referralsand provide the evidence (which may not be enough to secure a criminalconviction), the education department investigates and, at thediscretion of the secretary of state, an accused teacher is added tothe list.

Under the old vetting system a List 99 check was followed by a policecheck, which was often completed after the teacher had started work.The CRB system is designed to be a "one-stop shop" but has become miredin bureaucracy.

With her U-turn last week Morris returned responsibility to where ithas always lain. She confirmed that, following a List 99 check, headscould use their discretion as to whether to allow staff awaiting theirCRB vetting clearance to teach in classrooms.

Happily, experienced head teachers are used to the cloak ofresponsibility. Many, recognising that children are safer in schoolthan on the streets, had already taken the decision to deploy unvettedstaff, with appropriate supervision.

Having been the head of two co-educational inner-city secondary schoolsand now as the chairman of governors of a primary school, I have toooften had to play Solomon in making hard judgments.

My first difficult call came when, as a green head of science, I wassummoned by the school head. "What do you think of Mr So-and-so, theprobationer?" my head asked. I gave a positive reply.

"I've had a report from some of the girls in year 9 that he has beenseen 'having it away' with Sandra in the sixth form on a lab bench."

My jaw dropped. "Well? Is it likely?" he demanded. "I don't think so,"I replied. "Why not?" "Because his pretty girlfriend meets him fromschool," I naively replied. "Investigate," he said.

I went to Jack So-and-so, who looked as if he would die. "That's nottrue," he stammered. I enlisted the help of another teacher. Werealised that it was impossible to see the lab bench from outside, sothe girls were accused of lying. Fortunately, they admitted it.

Where one goes when there is no such clear resolution is moredifficult. If the girls had stuck to their story an innocent teachermight have been banned from teaching.

Another situation I faced underlines the difficulties. A respectedteacher was accused of fondling a pupil. As head, I investigated. Itcould not be proved. The teacher chose to resign to take a teaching jobelsewhere. The allegation was put on his reference.

The only time I suspended a teacher on the basis of a parentalallegation was the day before a school journey. It could not beproperly investigated if he was away. Also, had it proved true, to havelet him spend a week with those pupils would have been criminallynegligent.

Heads develop a nose for suspect people. References can hint atunproven concerns. I once had a phone call from a teacher eminentlyqualified in a shortage subject. He had just returned from a job abroadand gave a vicar as his referee. Gaps in service always alertsuspicion. The vicar was reluctant to give a reference but I pressed.

"Have you got a choir?" the vicar asked. "Yes," I replied. "He willlike that," he said. The teacher did not get the job. Even in the innercity, with staff vacancies running at up to 25%, heads cannot cutcorners.

Sometimes, even with long-standing staff, there can be problems. Irecall a deputy head, married with four children, who ran away with asixth-form girl. Last heard of, they were living on a sun-drenchedisland and he had another four children. The Sun got hold of that storyand a staid church school became the focus of a scandal.

Teachers often have a close relationship with pupils, vital for schoolsto thrive. It is not uncommon for year 11 pupils to kiss form tutors onresults day. Teachers on a school trip may cuddle young children indistress. For them to be accused of an improper relationship would be anonsense, but it can happen.

Horrible events such as the murders in Soham are rare and get greatpublicity, perhaps too much. Schools go out of their way to keepchildren safe, and most succeed. The CRB, once it is working smoothly,will buttress that success.

How much recovery time will be needed for all those pupils leftstranded at home by the failure of the CRB vetting process will dependon more nifty work by teachers. Morris, having listened to the voicesof education and turned, needs to keep listening.

Terry Farrell is now an education consultant

THE CHECKS

Under the old vetting system teachers were checked by their localeducation authority against police records and List 99, the register ofteachers convicted or suspected of being unfit to work with children.The system was slow, with checks sometimes taking months. Use of supplyteachers complicated checking because supply agencies had no access topolice records.

The new system created a privatised agency, the Criminal RecordsBureau. Introduced following a series of cases in which unsuitableteachers were given jobs, it vets all school staff. New employees haveto complete a 70-point form and provide proof of qualifications, anddetails of their domestic history and any criminal record, which arechecked against List 99 and with the police. Ministers have ordered aninquiry into the bureau's failure to vet staff by the start of thisterm; a backlog of 7,000 applications is due partly to computerproblems.

(c) Times Newspapers Ltd, 2002.
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DAVID BLUNKETT called in a crisis management team yesterday to help sort out the troubled Criminal Records Bureau just a few months after it started work.

The Home Secretary asked a trio of troubleshooters to compile a report on what has gone wrong with the £930 million agency and make recommendations within 10 days for putting it back on track.

Mr Blunkett said he wanted "solutions, not scapegoats" for the shambles.

Although the legislation setting up the Criminal Records Bureau was first passed by Parliament in 1997, it took almost five years to get the agency up and running.

But it ran into trouble almost as soon as it started work in April checking the backgrounds of teachers, care workers and others dealing with children and vulnerable people. Hundreds of teachers have been unable to join their schools for the new academic year because of delays in carrying out the checks.

In an attempt to end the logjam this week, Estelle Morris, the Education Secretary, said teachers could start work without obtaining a disclosure certificate from the CRB. She advised schools to revert to the old system of checking names against the department's so-called List 99 of unsuitable employees.

Miss Morris made clear her anger with the way the CRB has been managed and Mr Blunkett - who is in overall charge of the agency - evidently shares her irritation. "I remain concerned at the ongoing problems that have beset the CRB," he said. "I am determined that we will overcome these difficulties to ensure this vital new public service operates effectively."

The wealthy businessman Patrick Carter, who has been used in a troubleshooting role by the Government before, will head the team. A close friend of Jack Straw, the Foreign Secretary, Mr Carter, 56, is a non-executive director of the Prison Service.

Last year, he was placed in charge of the Wembley Stadium project as it slid into chaos. It was his negative report on the proposed Picketts Lock site that led to its abandonment.

Mr Carter will work along-side John Holden, a former chief executive of Companies House and recently appointed a non-executive director of the Passport Agency, and Ron Skelly, a consultant to the Office of Government Commerce, who has experience running IT projects with the Inland Revenue.

Although Mr Blunkett is not looking for scapegoats, the business services group Capita, which won a £400 million contract to establish the CRB, is in the line of fire.

Capita said: "We look forward to working closely with this team to build on recent progress. We regret the part we have played in the disruption that has occurred due to delays in processing applications."

Team sent in to CRB over teacher checks.

By Will Woodward.
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A team of government troubleshooters is being sent in to improve theperformance of the criminal records bureau after ministers were forcedto jettison its hardline policy on teacher vetting.

Businessman Patrick Carter, former Companies House chief executive,John Holden, and Ron Skelly, a Whitehall computer expert, will go tothe Liverpool-based agency at the request of the Home Office to "put iton the road to recovery".

David Blunkett, the home secretary, said: "I am interested in findingsolutions, not scapegoats. We cannot be in a position where we areprovided with reassurance, but not results."

The troubleshooters had been ordered to report back to him and criminaljustice minister Lord Falconer in 10 days "including on any immediateaction that may be necessary".

"Across government we are determined to take whatever decisive actionis necessary for the future," Mr Blunkett said. The CRB's managementhad already been "strengthened" by the appointment of director JohnO'Brien in June.

The CRB, jointly run by the Home Office and Capita, a private companywhich has a contract worth £400m over 10 years, failed to meet theeducation department's demands that they process 22,000 security checksin a fortnight. By September 4, when virtually all children in UK stateschools were due to start term, nearly 8,000 were still outstanding.Hundreds of head teachers sent children home because their teachers hadnot been cleared and some schools closed.

Estelle Morris, the education secretary, was forced to revert to herpolicy of allowing new staff to start work without the full CRB check,designed to prevent paedophiles working with children.

Capita said in a statement: "Capita looks forward to working closelywith this team to build on recent progress. We regret the part we haveplayed in the disruption that has occurred due to delays in processingapplications.

"Any review which aims to achieve further improvement across thisimportant service is a positive step towards ensuring that the CRB'sobjectives of providing greater protection for children and vulnerableadults are met."

Vetting team sent in.
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David Blunkett is sending three experts into the Criminal RecordsBureau after the fiasco over vetting school staff.

Announcing the appointment yesterday, the Home Secretary said he hadasked for a report in ten days. The team will recommend ways ofimproving the bureau and ensure that the changes take place.

The team will be led by Patrick Carter, a businessman who foundedBritain's largest care homes company, and supported by John Holden, anexpert in IT and a non-executive director of the Passports and RecordsOffice, and Ron Skelly, also an IT expert who works for the Office ofGovernment Commerce.

As the bureau struggled yesterday with a backlog of school staff to bevetted for the new term, Mr Blunkett said the team "will not beconducting an inquest into the last few weeks, but focusing on whatneeds to be done to ensure medium and long term success".

(c) Times Newspapers Ltd, 2002.
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A CRIMINAL Record Certificate could soon become as essential for a jobinterview as a curriculum vitae and a suit.

As with the Entitlement Card proposed by the Government, which wouldguarantee access to public services, the certificate would be storedwith vital documents in every home - a new symbol of a society that istaking a greater interest in the rights and misdemeanours ofindividuals.

Forecasts by the newly established Criminal Records Bureau suggest that11,627,595 checks will be carried out each year from 2005.

Only 3,200,000 of the checks will be on those who work with children.The other eight million or so certificates will be requested by peopleseeking to apply for work in a wide variety of other roles andprofessions.

To reach these targets - which the bureau must hit if it is to become aself-funding body - employers will have to be encouraged to demand the£12 certificates from applicants.

The sheer scale of the proposed vetting scheme has alarmed thoseattempting to find careers for people with criminal records in a nationwhere 30 per cent of males under 40 have been convicted.

Craig Harris, the director of education and employment at the crimereduction charity Nacro, said that the vetting programme would put thepublic at greater risk by forcing thousands to become careercriminals.

"Putting more and more information about irrelevant and probably minoroffences in the hands of employers is going to lead to judgments basednot on risk but on corporate distaste," he said. "Offender unemploymentis going to continue to rise. It will add to crime and make societyless safe." Mr Harris predicted an enormous marketing campaign toencourage employers to demand criminal records on the scale predictedby the bureau.

Harry Fletcher, the assistant general secretary of the NationalAssociation of Probation Officers, agreed that people who had acriminal record would become unemployable. He said: "The certificatewill become a mechanism for filtering out job applicants. The peoplewith convictions won't have a chance."

The demand for more vetting has been driven by a greater fear of crime.Attacks on children by care workers, scout masters, sports coaches andnannies have been highlighted by the press and have undermined thecredibility of once-trusted occupations.

The growing influence of drugs has led to revelations of heroin-dealingtraffic wardens and pill-peddling bouncers. Stories about the use ofillicit substances in the armed forces have ensured that 121,000service personnel will undergo drug tests this year. Meanwhile, thefear of street crime has led to demands for more recruits to thepolice, including the hiring of 30,000 special constables and thousandsmore privately-employed wardens and guards.

All the members of this uniformed army, from wheel-clampers tobouncers, are to be vetted from next year following the setting up ofthe new Security Industry Authority.

Scare stories about the criminal intentions of asylum-seekers have ledto calls for more checks. And the Greater London Authority has orderedchecks on the employment history and criminal records of 40,000 minicabdrivers.

The Home Secretary, David Blunkett, has proposed the introduction of anew document for access to public services, described as a "nationalidentity card by the back door". The Government wants to give policethe power to access fingerprint records of any British citizen as partof the scheme. Mr Blunkett has been accused of taking advantage ofpublic fear after the 11 September terrorist attacks in the UnitedStates, which have also led to government-prompted vetting proceduresfor all staff working "air side" at airports in the country.

The Criminal Records Bureau, which opened in Liverpool in April, wasdesigned to give the public reassurance about these perceived threats.

But the murders of Holly Wells and Jessica Chapman in Soham,Cambridgeshire, threw the new unit into chaos.

New fears for the safety of schoolchildren led the Department forEducation and Skills to demand that the vetting of school teachers begiven greater priority.

The Criminal Records Bureau was unable to cope with the request,disrupting the start of the school year and prompting complaints fromEstelle Morris, the Education and Skills Secretary, that she was a"very dissatisfied customer" of Capita, the company given the £400mcontract to run the bureau. Mr Blunkett has also expressed hisdissatisfaction.

More stories of incompetence arose, including a false accusationdirected by the bureau at the retired wing commander and charity workerJames Watts-Phillips of Dorset that he was a former thief who had beenjailed in 1990 and was using an alias.

Struggling to cope with its workload, the bureau sub-contracted some ofits work to a firm in Madras, India. Sources at the bureau saidyesterday that some forms had been completed inaccurately. The bureauhas made 260,000 checks and has increased its output to 25,000 a week.

A NATION UNDER SCRUTINY

PRIVATE SECURITY GUARDS

Some 300,000 workers in the private security industry will be vettedfor criminal records after April, when the Security Industry Authoritybegins operation. The first checked will be door supervisors andwheel-clampers.

WARDENS

Thousands more uniformed patrols are being launched. Wardens inTrafalgar Square are given a 10-year work history check and vetted onthe Police National Computer.

MINICAB DRIVERS

Fears of street crime and dissatisfaction with public transport havecontributed to a growth in unlicensed minicabs. The Greater LondonAuthority is to vet 40,000 drivers.

AIRPORT WORKERS

Terrorist fears after the 11 September attacks, combined with robberiesat Heathrow airport, have raised security concerns. The Department ofTransport ordered new vetting procedures for thousands of air sidestaff in July. The staff are also searched each time they enter therestricted zone.

CIVIL SERVANTS

Thousands of public-sector workers are vetted by the Government'ssecurity unit. The departments where most checks take place are thePassport Agency, Home Office, (especially the Immigration Service),Foreign Office and GCHQ, the government listening centre.

ARMED SERVICES

More than 18,000 recruits to the Army, Royal Navy and Royal Air Forcewill undergo basic vetting to ensure they are not linked to neo-Nazi orterrorist groups. Further checks made if they are deployed tohigh-security posts.

POLICE OFFICERS

There will be at least 9,000 new recruits next year and the Governmentwants to hire a further 30,000 as specials. All will be vetted toensure they have not been involved in serious crime.

FOOTBALL SUPPORTERS

After a riot at its stadium in May, Millwall fans must producepassports, driving licences and utility bills to receive a membershipcard that will entitle them to watch football games.

ASYLUM-SEEKERS

Issued with Application Registration Cards (ARCs), containingfingerprint data, photograph, name, address and nationality.

ALL WORKERS

Proposals that all people wishing to access public services shouldobtain a "voluntary" entitlement card.

Two in five adults face vetting.

By Ian Burrell Home Affairs Correspondent.

251 words

Publication date: 7 September 2002

Source: The Independent - London

Page: 1

(c) 2002 Independent Newspapers (UK) Limited . All rights reserved. This material may not be published, distributed or exploited in any way.

MORE THAN 40 per cent of Britain's adults are to be vetted in agovernment drive to prevent dangerous offenders taking jobs in allareas of society.

The new Criminal Records Bureau predicts that within three years itwill be making more than 11 million checks on past offenders, out of aworking-age population of 29 million. The police previously made aboutone million criminal record checks a year.

The checks are expected to be backed by publicity campaigns that willencourage employers to use the bureau to vet their staff.

A programme of checks on people working with children is to be extendednext year to other jobs, including 300,000 people working in thecommercial security industry.

Hundreds of thousands of other checks and drug tests are being madeindependently of the bureau, which is based in Merseyside and beganoperating last spring. The threat of terrorism after the 11 Septemberattacks in America has led to new Department of Transport checks onstaff who work "air side" at airports.

Football hooliganism has led Millwall Football Club in south-eastLondon to demand that all supporters accept vetting and producepassports and utility bills as proof of identity.

The Ministry of Defence will vet 18,500 recruits to the armed forcesfor links to racist or terrorist groups and will drug-test 121,000personnel next year.

Vetting fears, page 4;

Leading article, page 18.

Failure to vet coaches sparks fears.
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Paedophiles could be working undetected within British sport, sportsbodies fear, since they have been unable to carry out a single check onany coach in the country because of the chaos at the Criminal RecordsBureau.

Sports such as swimming, gymnastics and football are to seek an urgentmeeting with the government to demand that either a new vetting body beset up specifically for sport or that extra staff need to be draftedinto the bureau to deal with coaches.

The massive backlogs at the CRB, highlighted in the past fortnight bytheir failure to vet thousands of teachers in time for the new schoolterm, mean the system designed to check whether coaches have beenconvicted of any sexual offences is not working. Some local authoritieshave already stopped providing sports coaching until full checks can becarried out.

Swimming in particular is anxious to check the sexual history of allits coaches after a number of high-profile cases in Britain and abroad.Three leading coaches have been convicted of offences against youngswimmers in the past 10 years, including the former head of the BritishSwimming Coaches Association, Mike Drew, who was jailed for eight yearsin 2001 for abusing teenage boys.

Last week Matthew Pedrazzini, a former coach of the Australian Olympicteam, was sentenced to 15 months in prison for offences of unlawfulsexual intercourse with a minor and indecent assault.

Pedrazzini's case is particularly concerning because it involves aforeign coach. Sports such as swimming have been recruiting heavilyfrom abroad but the CRB, even if it is functioning properly, will onlyable to check on the background of coaches within Britain. Sportsbodies are now urging the government to close this loophole.

A report published this week by the NSPCC in association with theAmateur Swimming Association, In At The Deep End, analyses no fewerthan 78 cases of coaches accused of abuse over a four-year period.
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A team of government troubleshooters is being sent in to improve theperformance of the criminal records bureau after ministers were forcedto jettison its hardline policy on teacher vetting.

Businessman Patrick Carter; former Companies House chief executive,John Holden, and Ron Skelly, a Whitehall computer expert, will go tothe Liverpool-based agency at the request of the Home Office to "put iton the road to recovery".

David Blunkett, the home secretary, said: "I am interested in findingsolutions, not scapegoats. We cannot be in a position where we areprovided with reassurance, but not results."

The troubleshooters had been ordered to report back to him and criminaljustice minister Lord Falconer in 10 days "including on any immediateaction that may be necessary".

"Across government we are determined to take whatever decisive actionis necessary for the future," Mr Blunkett said. The CRB's managementhad already been "strengthened" by the appointment of director JohnO'Brien in June.

The CRB, jointly run by the Home Office and Capita, a private companywhich has a contract worth £400m over 10 years, failed to meet theeducation department's demands that they process 22,000 security checksin a fortnight. By September 4, when virtually all children in UK stateschools were due to start term, nearly 8,000 were still outstanding.Hundreds of head teachers sent children home because their teachers hadnot been cleared and some schools closed.

Estelle Morris, the education secretary, was forced to revert to herpolicy of allowing new staff to start work without the full CRB check,designed to prevent paedophiles working with children.

Capita said in a statement: "Capita looks forward to working closelywith this team to build on recent progress. We regret the part we haveplayed in the disruption that has occurred due to delays in processingapplications.

"Any review which aims to achieve further improvement across thisimportant service is a positive step towards ensuring that the CRB'sobjectives of providing greater protection for children and vulnerableadults are met."
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Capita defends vetting charges 

Service provider Capita came out fighting after the company was blamed for the failure of the Criminal Records Bureau to vet teachers in time for the start of the new school year. Page 3 
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U-turn on teacher checks 

Teachers who have not been cleared by the Criminal Records Bureau will be allowed to work at the discretion of headteachers. Page 4 

London Edition 3.  

City - Schools chaos not our fault, says Capita.

By David Litterick.

273 words

Publication date: 6 September 2002

Source: The Daily Telegraph

Page: 35

(c) 2002 Telegraph Group Limited, London

OUTSOURCING contractor Capita yesterday said it "regretted" the disruption to schools caused by problems with the Criminal Records Bureau, but refused to accept the blame, claiming many of the problems were the fault of applicants who failed to fill in forms correctly.

It also said it had failed to correctly forecast the number of applications that were made by post, rather than by telephone.

Capita, whose shares have halved this year and closed down 6 3/4 at 262 1/2 p yesterday, runs the CRB as a joint venture with the Home Office. It was set up to centralise and speed up police checks on job applicants for employers, but has so far been beset by delays.

No-one at the company was willing to comment yesterday but in a prepared statement it said: "Capita regrets the disruption that the present delays have caused and are working hard with the CRB Agency to ensure that the service meets the expectations of applicants and emnployers.

"It must be stressed that the service is an integrated one delivered by both Capita staff and CRB Agency staff - responsibility for any disruption cannot be apportioned selectively.

"When the service went live, over 70pc of applications were paper-based, exceeding all forecast volumes. In addition, a large number of these applications were received for processing without the appropriate documentation or with critical omissions."

The Government has indicated it could seek legal action against the company if performance does not improve. Capita has taken on more staff and increased working hours to try to reduce the backlog.
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NATIONAL NEWS - Capita chief defends company's role in failure to vet teachers - CRIMINAL RECORDS BUREAU DECISIONS WERE TAKEN 'WITHOUT CONSULTATION'. 

Rod Aldridge, executive chairman of embattled service provider Capita, came out fighting yesterday after the company was blamed for the failure of the Criminal Records Bureau to vet teachers in time for the start of the new school year. 

He said decisions taken after Capita had built the system for the £400m contract had posed serious problems for the bureau, and demands for full vetting of teachers had come late and without consultation with the company. 

The service, he said, was delivered not only by Capita but by CR13, an agency of the Home Office. The role of the non-Capita staff had been to check the authenticated applications against records such as those on the Police National Computer. 

Angered by attacks on Capita's reputation - Estelle Morris, secretary of state for education, said on Wednesday that she was a "very angry and unhappy customer" - Mr Aldridge said he wanted to set the record straight. 

"I don't want to apportion blame. Our job is to get on with it. We are not in politics," he said. But he added: "The rules have changed in the last 24 hours." 

He promised that Capita and the bureau would overcome the problems: "I am totally confident that we can come through this and meet the targets." 

He also insisted that the systems built by Capita had performed well: "This is not an IT problem." 

The first hitch came when the decision was made to allow applications to be made on paper, rather than by telephone or electronically. "Late on, because of pressure from various groups, there was pressure on the department (Home Office) to use a blank form." 

He admitted that neither Capita, nor its partners in the bureau project, had foreseen the extent to which teachers would use paper forms and the poor checking of the forms by some local education authorities and other bodies. 

Some 70 per cent of the applications were on paper, despite the fact that Capita was trying to implement an "e-government" initiative. 

Then, said Mr Aldridge, following the "highly tragic" situation in Soham, the Department for Education and Skills had taken the decision on August 21 to require full vetting of teachers for the start of the term. 

"No consultation was ever had with Capita, as far as I know, about the implications of that," said Mr Aldridge. The DfES demands meant the system had to be altered because it required the prioritisation of teacher applications when it had been built to put all applications through the same process. 

Mr Aldridge wanted to make it clear the bureau was not an exclusively private sector operation. "The CRB is not Capita. It's a combination," adding that blame could not be apportioned between the two. 

He said that when problems began Capita had taken unprecedented steps to alter processes, including outsourcing some work to India. Mr Aldridge said that the sheer scale of the bureau project - which in part replaced the work done by 42 separate police authorities - meant it was impossible to launch without problems. 

"It's inevitable that it will never run smoothly. The issue is how to manage the process." He said 50 per cent of applications were now being dealt with in three weeks, and 70 per cent within four, against a target of 90 per cent within three weeks. But, when running smoothly, the bureau would offer a valuable service: "Children and old people will be better protected by what we are doing," he said. 

Created as a buy-out from Cipfa, the public finance body in 1987, Capita now has a market capitalisation of £1.75bn and a string of increasingly high-profile contracts, including implementing London's congestion charge next year. 

Among a string of satisfied customers have been failures, however - a housing benefit contract in Lambeth, south London, and the collapse of individual learning accounts amid evidence the system was being defrauded. 
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News - RAF man seeking charity work has to prove innocence It's not only teachers being tarred by Criminal Records Bureau vetting procedures, reports Philip Johnston.

AFTER a long and distinguished career with the RAF, retired wing commander James Watts-Phillips was anxious to use his free time to help out in the community.

But when he applied to be a volunteer driver for a disabled charity, he reckoned without the Criminal Records Bureau, which gave him a felonious past that he does not possess.

As his voluntary activity with the Stable Family Trust in Dorset involved working with vulnerable people, Mr Watts-Phillips was required to undergo a background check.

After a few weeks, he was sent something called an "enhanced disclosure" by the CRB. To his astonishment, this informed him that he was believed to be using an alias and he was, in fact, a thief who was jailed in 1990.

At the time of his alleged criminal activity, Mr Watts-Phillips was in Switzerland; so he asked the CRB to amend its records and inform the charity that it was a mistake.

But it was not so simple. "They asked me to supply five passport-sized photographs and complete a form authorising them to take my fingerprints," said Mr Watts-Phillips, of Verwood, Dorset.

"They wanted to compare them with this known criminal. They have a set of his fingerprints with my name attached. For some reason, he used my name, date and place of birth and received a month in prison for theft, false accounting and receiving stolen property."

Mr Watts-Phillips, 68, said he could not understand why they did not take the fingerprints from the known felon to see whether they matched, thus clearing the matter up.

"Why should I have to prove who I am?" he said.

Mr Watts-Phillips said he did not want to give his fingerprints for no good reason and doubted that they would be destroyed afterwards.

Mr Watts-Phillips, a former test pilot who was commanding officer of the Empire Test Pilots' School in Boscombe Down, Wilts, said he understood the need for criminal records checks but was horrified that similar experiences could be shared by others.

He also pointed out that the criminal record of the man who used his name had also been disclosed to him, to the charity that organised the check and to the voluntary group for which he now works.

"What happens if we get identity cards and this inaccurate information gets placed on the chip of an innocent person?" he asked. "What about people who are not in a position to write an articulate letter of complaint?"

Christopher Chope, Tory MP for Christchurch, who recently raised the case of his constituent anonymously in parliament, said: "Why should he be required to complete a fingerprint consent form? Why should he be put in the position of a suspect or a convict when he is the victim of mistaken identity?

"He does not want compensation and is not suing for damages. But he seeks a system that is reliable and that can be used to ensure that information on people who have criminal records is available to those who need it but that those who do not have criminal records can remain free and at liberty."

Hilary Benn, the junior Home Office Minister, said he would look into the case. But he said only a handful of the disclosures issued by the CRB had been disputed.

Despite the CRB's best endeavours, the Stable Family Trust was content to let Mr Watts-Phillips work in its shop over the summer. "They know it is a load of rubbish," he said. "But the CRB still wants my fingerprints."

Records vetting firm to be paid for extra work.

By Helen Studd and Glen Owen.

376 words

Publication date: 6 September 2002

Source: The Times

Page: 7

(c) 2002 Times Newspapers Ltd.

THE company at the centre of the Criminal Records Bureau vetting fiascois likely to be compensated for having to deal with the extra work thatit claims led to the backlog.

The admission came as pupils were told that disruption to schools couldlast into next week, despite the Government having changed tack overthe need for all new recruits to be cleared before they could work withchildren.

Capita, which has been blamed for the disruption at the start of theschool term, is in negotiations with the Home Office over "additionalremuneration". Although the firm denies that it will profit directlyfrom the delays, it says that it is asking to be compensated for thecost of setting up a system to process the paper applications. Itsoriginal contract only included the cost of setting up telephoneapplications.

A briefing note to investors issued by the brokers Merrill Lynch lastmonth said Capita had been forced to move to seven-day working andlonger shifts, which had "resulted in an improvement in service levelsat the expense of higher staff costs".

The memo added: "Agreement has been reached in principle with theclient (the Home Office) for additional remuneration, to reflect theabove, and this should be formalised by October."

Estelle Morris, the Education Secretary, wrote to head teachersyesterday to advise them that they had the discretion to admit unvettedcandidates. Staff shortages have forced some schools to close.Thousands of pupils missed school again in Stockport and the WestMidlands. The bureau is working through the night to process more than6,000 applications.

Louise Ellman, MP for Liverpool Riverside, where the bureau is located,has written to Lord Falconer of Thoroton, the Home Office minister,demanding an investigation into its performance. "I have asked himwhether Capita will be penalised for what has happened," she said. "Theprivate sector was introduced to enhance efficiency. This has clearlyfailed and this is a bad advertisement for a Public PrivatePartnership."

Edward Leigh, the chairman of the Commons Public Accounts SelectCommittee, has urged the National Audit Office to conduct an inquiry.

(c) Times Newspapers Ltd, 2002.
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It is not the first time the firm at the centre of the debacle oversecurity checks on teachers has been accused of shortcomings in itsdealings with the government. But with contracts worth hundreds ofmillions of pounds under its belt and government departments and publicbodies queuing up to use its services, Capita can afford to soak up thecriticism.

The education secretary Estelle Morris described herself as a "verydissatisfied customer" of Capita. She says Capita failed to fulfil itspromise that the criminal records bureau (CRB), which the company runswith the Home Office, could clear all but a few of the 22,000outstanding checks on school staff by the start of the school term. Forits part, Capita stressed that responsibility for disruption should beshared with its civil service colleagues in the CRB.

Capita first crossed Ms Morris's path last year. She scrappedindividual learning accounts - a scheme run on contract by Capitathrough which 2.5 million adult learners received £200 in governmentcredits towards the cost of their courses - because of fraud. Theeducation select committee criticised Capita for its "considerableshortcomings".

The same firm ran housing benefit in Lambeth with disastrous effects,provoking hundreds of complaints, including the time when it sent aletter to a man telling him he no longer qualified for benefits becausehe was dead. Private Eye dubbed the firm Crapita.

"One thing Capita does not do is fight back as far as their clients areconcerned," a senior analyst at Merrill Lynch said yesterday. "Thegovernment accounts for 60% of their revenue and you wouldn't want towind up your biggest client. Capita has tried not to go down the pathof apportioning blame. The publicity isn't worth it ... They have gotstrong relationships with ministries like the Department for Educationand Skills (DfES) and the Home Office and a very strong relationshipwith local government."

The CRB contract is worth £400m over 10 years. Capita invested around£30m in the scheme and is set to make about £1.5m-£2m a year in profit,say analysts.

But the firm, born from a buyout of the computer services arm of theChartered Institute of Public Finance and Accountancy in 1987, hasplenty going for it elsewhere. It is Britain's biggest "outsourcing"company, running services contracts in business and central and localgovernment - for instance, providing management software to 23,000 UKschools and 158 education authorities and collecting the council taxfor 20 local authorities.

It employs 13,000 staff and is worth around £1.9bn. It made £44.3mprofits in the first six months of this year and secured £744m in newcontracts in 2001 alone. This year it has scooped a £500m, 10-year dealto collect the BBC licence fee. Even London's mayor Ken Livingstone hasawarded the company the contract to run his congestion-chargingscheme.

Its founder and chief executive, Rod Aldridge, 55, is worth around£97m. He is popular at the Cabinet Office and has attended Labour galadinners. "My feelings are much more towards a New Labour agenda thananything else, although I'm not a party donor," he said once.

The DfES and the Home Office were reluctant to needle Capita furtheryesterday. They know the government is far from blameless in thislatest fiasco. The CRB has been under pressure since it was launched inMarch, with the task of processing police checks on every person movingto a job working with children.

As soon as the CRB's computer system hit trouble Capita subcontractedprocessing of 35,000 applications to India. But while Capita checks theidentify of applications and receives and dispatches them, civilservants carry out the checks, which require access to records carriedon List 99 - a secret list kept by the DfES of suspected or knownpaedophiles - the police national computer and the Protection ofChildren Act.

Within weeks of the CRB's launch, teaching unions began to warnministers that the CRB would not be able to cope with the number ofclearances required by the start of the new school year. Ms Morris wasworried too: in early May, she wrote to David Blunkett, the homesecretary, echoing the union's complaints.

On May 21, their departments issued a joint statement saying that theyhad agreed to implement the List 99 checking procedure as a short-term,interim measure until the CRB system was working to full capacity. "Werefuse to compromise on child safety and want to make sure that theappointment of teachers can be done in a fast, efficient manner," thestatement said. That seemed to be that.

But after the deaths of schoolgirls Holly Wells and Jessica Chapman inSoham, Cambridgeshire, the DfES appears to have panicked. Ian Huntley,the man charged with their murder, and Maxine Carr, charged withconspiracy to pervert the course of justice, worked in schools - she asa teaching assistant in the girls' school, St Andrews, he as acaretaker in the secondary next door. On August 22, the day after MsCarr's first court appearance, the DfES dramatically revised itsguidance. It was now requiring full CRB checks on all school staff.

Ms Morris and David Normington, the permanent secretary, were both awaythen. Margaret Hodge, the on-duty minister, was working from home. Butthe DfES was desperate to be seen to be doing all it could. About 100staff were commandeered from the passport office and officials workedround the clock.

But the agency, though it has processed 260,000 claims in six months,has about 200,000 outstanding clearances, of which half are less thanthree weeks old. About 70% of applications were sent in by post; athird had errors in them and took much longer to process. The number ofpaper applications took the CRB by surprise; Capita had wanted muchgreater use of electronic applications.

In fact, Capita may be compensated for the extra staff it needed tocater for the extra postal applications. On the other hand it may alsobe fined - "There are incentives and penalties that are continuouslymonitored," said a Home Office spokeswoman - though this is more likelyto be a penalty for delays earlier in the year.

On Wednesday night, the DfES reverted back to its previous guidance; itwas too late for many schools. Pupils in some parts of Sandwell, WestMidlands, and Stockport, Greater Manchester, were sent home. Labour MPLouise Ellman, whose Liverpool Riverside constituency includes the CRB,demanded an inquiry.

And across Whitehall, there is a recognition that there are lessons tobe learned from the CRB affair about lines of accountability inpublic-private partnerships. Not least because it seems a strange stateof affairs when a secretary of state can describe herself as a"customer" of a government agency, as if she had no more power than aheadteacher having to close a school or a parent frantically searchingfor childcare at the 11th hour.

More schools news EducationGuardian.co.uk/schools
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Among Capita's multimillion pound contracts are:

* Criminal records bureau £400m over 10 years

* BBC licence fee collection £500m over 10 years

* Congestion charging in London £230m over five years

* Blackburn-with-Darwen council revenue collection £190m over 15 years

* Lincoln Financial Group pensions £160m over 10 years

* Education smartcards £100m over seven years

* Norfolk county council payroll £50m
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THE PRIVATE-SECTOR firm that runs the Criminal Records Bureau wascondemned by the Secretary of State for Education yesterday over delaysin vetting teachers that have disrupted the start of the school year.

Estelle Morris declared herself a "very dissatisfied customer" ofCapita, the firm awarded the £400m CRB contract, as thousands ofchildren remained off school despite a government decision to revert tothe old system of processing police checks.

Stock market analysts predicted that Capita would make post-tax profitsof £1.4m this year from the criminal records deal and would becompensated by the taxpayer for the cost of dealing with the delays.

Ms Morris expressed anger at Capita but urged people not to use thefiasco as an excuse to attack private-sector involvement in publicservices.

Capita said in a statement that it would not profit from the delaysbecause it was paid only for checks that were completed. "Capita is notseeking to gain additional payment from the agency relating tobacklogs," it said.

The Criminal Records Bureau was launched in April to provide a centralsystem of checks on those wanting to work with children. It wassupposed to check teachers against List 99, the secret dossier ofpeople convicted or suspected of child abuse, in three weeks, butdelays grew almost immediately.

Capita, founded in 1987 by its executive chairman, Rod Aldridge, wasawarded the 10-year CRB contract in 2000. The firm was also awarded thecontract to run Individual Learning Accounts, the Government's flagshipadult education scheme that collapsed last year when fraudulent claimsmade it go more than £60m over budget.

It has also been appointed to administer the congestion-charging schemeproposed by the Mayor of London, Ken Livingstone, and won the contractto manage TV licensing.

The Government decided on Wednesday to allow teachers who had not beenvetted by the bureau into the classroom because many pupils had missedthe start of term. Staff would be allowed to teach at the "discretion"of headteachers, Ms Morris said. Yesterday, headteachers were trying tocontact staff and pupils to tell them to return to school.

The Department for Education and Skills sent new guidance to everyschool in England and Wales, letting schools use the old system ofvetting. The department has resumed responsibility for List 99 to letthe CRB concentrate on clearing its backlog.

A total of 2,100 pupils in Stockport, Greater Manchester, and Sandwellin the West Midlands had another day at home yesterday. StockportCounty Borough Council is continuing with its own vetting scheme,announced this week, which allows headteachers to made their own "riskassessments" on unchecked staff and issue certificates to those thatpass, enabling them to start work.
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Among Capita's multi-million pound contracts are:

* Criminal Records Bureau £400m over 10 years

* BBC licence fee collection £500m over 10 years

* Congestion charging in London £230m over five years

* Blackburn-with-Darwen council revenue collection £190m over 15 years

* Lincoln Financial Group pensions £160m over 10 years

* Education smartcards £100m over seven years

* Norfolk county council payroll £50m
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Schools across the country have been hit by the delays in processingchecks on staff. Capita, the firm with a £400m contract to deal withthe checks, insists the blame must be shared Photomontage: Roger Tooth/Greenhill

It is not the first time the firm at the centre of the debacle oversecurity checks on teachers has been accused of shortcomings in itsdealings with the government. But with contracts worth hundreds ofmillions of pounds under its belt and government departments and publicbodies queuing up to use its services, Capita can afford to soak up thecriticism.

The education secretary Estelle Morris described herself as a "verydissatisfied customer" of Capita. She says Capita failed to fulfil itspromise that the criminal records bureau (CRB), which the company runswith the Home Office, could clear all but a few of the 22,000outstanding checks on school staff by the start of the school term. Forits part, Capita stressed that responsibility for disruption should beshared with its civil service colleagues in the CRB.

Capita first crossed Ms Morris's path last year. She scrappedindividual learning accounts - a scheme run on contract by Capitathrough which 2.5 million adult learners received £200 in governmentcredits towards the cost of their courses - because of fraud. Theeducation select committee criticised Capita for its "considerableshortcomings".

The same firm ran housing benefit in Lambeth with disastrous effects,provoking hundreds of complaints, including the time when it sent aletter to a man telling him he no longer qualified for benefits becausehe was dead. Private Eye dubbed the firm Crapita.

"One thing Capita does not do is fight back as far as their clients areconcerned," a senior analyst at Merrill Lynch said yesterday. "Thegovernment accounts for 60% of their revenue and you wouldn't want towind up your biggest client. Capita has tried not to go down the pathof apportioning blame. The publicity isn't worth it ... They have gotstrong relationships with ministries like the Department for Educationand Skills (DfES) and the Home Office and a very strong relationshipwith local government."

The CRB contract is worth £400m over 10 years. Capita invested around£30m in the scheme and is set to make about £1.5m-£2m a year in profit,say analysts.

But the firm, born from a buyout of the computer services arm of theChartered Institute of Public Finance and Accountancy in 1987, hasplenty going for it elsewhere. It is Britain's biggest "outsourcing"company, running services contracts in business and central and localgovernment - for instance, providing management software to 23,000 UKschools and 158 education authorities and collecting the council taxfor 20 local authorities.

It employs 13,000 staff and is worth around £1.9bn. It made £44.3mprofits in the first six months of this year and secured £744m in newcontracts in 2001 alone. This year it has scooped a £500m, 10-year dealto collect the BBC licence fee. Even London's mayor Ken Livingstone hasawarded the company the contract to run his congestion-chargingscheme.

Its founder and chief executive, Rod Aldridge, 55, is worth around£97m. He is popular at the Cabinet Office and has attended Labour galadinners. "My feelings are much more towards a New Labour agenda thananything else, although I'm not a party donor," he said once.

The DfES and the Home Office were reluctant to needle Capita furtheryesterday. They know the government is far from blameless in thislatest fiasco. The CRB has been under pressure since it was launched inMarch, with the task of processing police checks on every person movingto a job working with children.

As soon as the CRB's computer system hit trouble Capita subcontractedprocessing of 35,000 applications to India. But while Capita checks theidentify of applications and receives and dispatches them, civilservants carry out the checks, which require access to records carriedon List 99 - a secret list kept by the DfES of suspected or knownpaedophiles - the police national computer and the Protection ofChildren Act.

Within weeks of the CRB's launch, teaching unions began to warnministers that the CRB would not be able to cope with the number ofclearances required by the start of the new school year. Ms Morris wasworried too: in early May, she wrote to David Blunkett, the homesecretary, echoing the union's complaints.

On May 21, their departments issued a joint statement saying that theyhad agreed to implement the List 99 checking procedure as a short-term,interim measure until the CRB system was working to full capacity. "Werefuse to compromise on child safety and want to make sure that theappointment of teachers can be done in a fast, efficient manner," thestatement said. That seemed to be that.

But after the deaths of schoolgirls Holly Wells and Jessica Chapman inSoham, Cambridgeshire, the DfES appears to have panicked. Ian Huntley,the man charged with their murder, and Maxine Carr, charged withconspiracy to pervert the course of justice, worked in schools - she asa teaching assistant in the girls' school, St Andrews, he as acaretaker in the secondary next door. On August 22, the day after MsCarr's first court appearance, the DfES dramatically revised itsguidance. It was now requiring full CRB checks on all school staff.

Ms Morris and David Normington, the permanent secretary, were both awaythen. Margaret Hodge, the on-duty minister, was working from home. Butthe DfES was desperate to be seen to be doing all it could. About 100staff were commandeered from the passport office and officials workedround the clock.

But the agency, though it has processed 260,000 claims in six months,has about 200,000 outstanding clearances, of which half are less thanthree weeks old. About 70% of applications were sent in by post; athird had errors in them and took much longer to process. The number ofpaper applications took the CRB by surprise; Capita had wanted muchgreater use of electronic applications.

In fact, Capita may be compensated for the extra staff it needed tocater for the extra postal applications. On the other hand it may alsobe fined - "There are incentives and penalties that are continuouslymonitored," said a Home Office spokeswoman - though this is more likelyto be a penalty for delays earlier in the year.

On Wednesday night, the DfES reverted back to its previous guidance; itwas too late for many schools. Pupils in some parts of Sandwell, WestMidlands, and Stockport, Greater Manchester, were sent home. Labour MPLouise Ellman, whose Liverpool Riverside constituency includes the CRB,demanded an inquiry.

And across Whitehall, there is a recognition that there are lessons tobe learned from the CRB affair about lines of accountability inpublic-private partnerships. Not least because it seems a strange stateof affairs when a secretary of state can describe herself as a"customer" of a government agency, as if she had no more power than aheadteacher having to close a school or a parent frantically searchingfor childcare at the 11th hour.
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Features - Comment - They will run crime checks on all of us - and make mistakes The blundering of the Criminal Records Bureau as it vets teachers masks a more sinister threat, says Philip Johnston.

Were it not so serious, it would be difficult to resist a guffaw at the fiasco that has befallen the Criminal Records Bureau. The grandiloquent promises that heralded the arrival of this sinister-sounding agency contrast so spectacularly with the incompetence of its execution as to make at least a smirk impossible to avoid. How splendid to see politicians and bureaucrats make such an unholy mess of things; were they not told to leave well alone?

Well, no, they weren't, actually. The legislation that inflicted the CRB upon an unsuspecting nation was introduced by the last Conservative government in 1997 to almost universal approval. Who, after all, could gainsay a system intended to provide our children with greater protection from those who would abuse them?

Who could possibly dispute the need for a centrally run agency to sift through criminal records to ensure a paedophile does not end up running a Scout troop? Would you not want to be sure that the care-worker looking after your ageing granny does not have a record for assaulting old ladies?

Of course you would; which is why few people questioned the need for the CRB in the first place. Much of the criticism that has followed the shambolic failure of the agency to give clearance to thousands of teachers and care workers has focused on the workings of the system, not its raison d'etre.

The questions now being asked are predictable. Has enough money - an estimated £950 million over 10 years - been allocated; are there enough staff (currently, there are 1,100); is something wrong with the computer software; and is the management (a joint venture between Whitehall and the Capita "professional support" agency) useless? The answers to all these questions are probably yes. But here are two more. Do we need the CRB at all and will it make our lives better? The answers to these are emphatically no.

Before the CRB, there was already a perfectly good system for checking on people who wanted to work with children or other vulnerable people. Schools, hospitals and care employers had access to centrally held lists that contained the names of unsuitable people convicted of offences. They also routinely required potential employees to obtain a criminal record check from their local police force, which may have been inconvenient for the police but it worked.

What many people have failed to appreciate yet is that the CRB has not been set up simply to run checks on public sector employees working with children or the elderly. It is there to conduct background checks on every one of us. From next year, all employers will be able to ask potential staff to produce a basic criminal record check for which we will have to pay £12. It will not be a legal requirement, but if a check is requested and not produced, it is unlikely that a job offer will follow.

And what if the information held by the CRB, which it has downloaded from the notoriously unreliable Police National Computer, is wrong? The Kafkaesque nightmare of being accused of something you have not done is already a reality for some people who have had to undergo a background check.

Take the case of a distinguished retired RAF officer, living in Dorset. He wants to be a volunteer driver for a charity and, as the work involves dealing with disabled and vulnerable people, he applied to the CRB for a check earlier this year. A few weeks later, he received from the CRB something called an "enhanced disclosure" showing he was someone else with a conviction dating to 1990.

At the time of the alleged conviction, the retired officer was living in Switzerland, so he asked the CRB to correct its mistake. They sent a pro forma letter (suggesting this was not an isolated case) and asked him to provide his fingerprints to prove he was not the man with the criminal record. He refused. "I do not believe the onus is on me to prove that I am not someone they allege, but for them, if they wish, to prove I am not who I say I am," he said.

Once the CRB is fully operational, it will be running checks on an estimated eight million people a year. How often will similar tales be told? Information on most people will be drawn from the Phoenix database of convictions held on the Police National Computer; but the Government has already conceded that these records are "seriously inadequate". A report from the Chief Inspector of Constabulary estimated that up to 65 per cent of crime records contained errors.

If thousands, or even millions, of innocent people who in the past have never had to apply for a criminal record check suddenly find themselves obliged to obtain one only to discover it is inaccurate, then the current row will be a mere breeze ahead of the storm.

That still lies ahead. In the meantime, those who are already subject to the criminal record checks are bemused and angry. Teachers are missing out on the start of term, and as a result hundreds of children are wandering the streets when they should be at school. Even lollipop ladies are unable to take up jobs because their checks have not been completed. How is it improving the safety of children to allow dangerous road crossings to go unmanned?

More than that, voluntary organisations such as the Scout and Girl Guide movements, sports organisations, youth clubs, even the Prince's Trust, are having to pay hundreds of thousands of pounds that they could spend on new facilities to carry out checks on would-be helpers.

And, after all this, will our children be any safer? The CRB checks will only be as good as the information available and since much is inaccurate and the agency is evidently incompetent, many unsuitable applicants will slip through the net. It would have been far better had the politicians and officials who dreamt up the bureau simply encouraged schools and other organisations to make proper use of references and testimonials, instead of constructing yet another state body to peer into our lives.
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Education Correspondent

SCHOOLS will be allowed to employ teachers without full security clearance as an "emergency measure" after a Government U-turn over vetting procedures last night.

Handing over responsibility to head teachers, Estelle Morris, the Education Secretary, said she agreed with teachers' leaders and local authorities that the thousands of children being sent home were more at risk on the streets than in supervised classes. Miss Morris said: "Although the Criminal Records Bureau has agreed to process a significant number [of applications], I was not given assurances that made me confident the present disruption to schools would not continue for some time.

"I have therefore decided to allow teachers and support staff to work in schools at head teachers' discretion after receiving List 99 checks. The further CRB checks would then follow," she said. List 99, held by the Department for Education, is of people deemed unsuitable to work with children.

Miss Morris said the system had "gone wrong and been badly administered".

"I apologise for any part I have had in bringing this about. I am a customer in this, a client of the CRB who are meant to do the checking. I am a very angry, very dissatisfied customer and I will be asking questions."

The change of heart was universally welcomed, though head teachers stressed the importance of screening all those coming into contact with children. They said they felt badly let down by Capita, the private company that runs the service for the Home Office.

The move reverses guidance last week by Margaret Hodge, the higher education minister, that no newly-appointed adult should be allowed into a school without one of the new disclosure certificates.

Before the CRB started work last April head teachers or local authorities checked first with List 99. Local authorities then applied to the police for any information held on the police national computer.

Under the new centralised system, applicants apply to the CRB, which carries out the checks and also verifies their identities and addresses before issuing them disclosure certificates to be handed to their new employers. Miss Morris said she was reverting to the original safety checks after it became apparent that

the CRB was unable to expedite the checks on teachers and support staff.

The CRB admitted that it had a backlog of 8,000 priority requests for checks from teachers and support staff starting new jobs.

Pressure had been mounting on the Government throughout the day as local authorities struggled to find enough teachers to replace those barred from schools.

Alarmed by the scale of the problem, some schools and local authorities had already decided to defy the Government's edict last week that no unchecked teacher should enter school premises.

More than 1,500 pupils missed school yesterday in Stockport, Greater Manchester. The authority said it had been told the checks might take until Christmas.

The authority is bringing in "risk assessment" certificates, signed by the head, which will control unchecked teachers' contact with pupils.

One of the worst affected areas was Sandwell in the West Midlands. Three secondary schools remained closed and two others sent some year groups home.

A teacher in one school who applied for the checks four months ago complained that he was being treated like a criminal. "I'm not allowed to leave the staff room. It's ridiculous," he said.
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Estelle Morris, the education secretary, was forced into anembarrassing u-turn last night when she abandoned her hardline policyon criminal vetting of teachers, which had forced thousands of childrento be sent home in a chaotic start to the school year.

Ms Morris launched a broadside against the Home Office and criticisedthe criminal records bureau for failing to fulfil its pledge tocomplete 22,000 checks on teachers and other school staff in afortnight. Local authorities predicted that some staff would still notbe cleared by Christmas.

Declaring herself a "very dissatisfied customer" of the CRB, theeducation secretary reverted to her department's previous position,which requires a single check on school staff against its secret List99 register of suspected or known paedophiles.

Two weeks ago, after the Soham murders, ministers decided to requireall new staff to be cleared in advance by the CRB. The decisionshattered the already overstretched CRB, a joint venture between theHome Office and the private contractor Capita. Despite working roundthe clock and taking on 100 extra staff, the bureau has still tocomplete 7,000 "urgent" checks.

Ms Morris said: "I was not given assurances that made me confident thatthe present disruption to school would not continue for some time. Ihave therefore decided to allow teachers and support staff to work inschools at the headteacher's discretion after receiving List 99 checks.The further CRB checks would then follow."

She told Channel 4 News that even yesterday she had been assured thatthe situation could quickly be sorted out. But she added: "I can'tbelieve those assurances."

Several local authorities and schools had decided to ignore theeducation department's directive. When the department insisted theymust obey ministers' instructions, some though not all agreed. Someargued that children were more at risk by not being at school.

The CRB was launched in March to provide a central register of allthose considered unsuitable to work with children and vulnerableadults. Teaching unions have been warning since its launch that itwould not be able to cope with the massive migration of staff inSeptember.

Thousands of children were off school yesterday for the first day ofterm. Most schools affected sent just a few classes home. But last weeksome schools in Leicestershire and south London, which were due tobegin the school term early, stayed shut.

More education news at EducationGuardian.co.uk.
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TEACHERS will be allowed into classrooms unchecked in a change ofgovernment policy after the backlog in vetting school staff forcedthousands of children to stay at home on the first day of termyesterday.

Estelle Morris apologised as she announced the U-turn last night aftera chaotic day that left many schools closed and others seriouslydisrupted.

The Education Secretary said that teachers and classroom assistants whohad not yet been cleared by the Criminal Records Bureau would bepermitted into schools at the discretion of head teachers.

It had become apparent that the Criminal Records Bureau was "unable tofast track the checks on school staff at a rate that would ensure thesmooth running of schools". Seven thousand checks remain outstanding.

Ms Morris said she feared that although the bureau had promised toprocess a "significant" number of applications within the next coupleof days she feared the problem could continue well into term.

She apologised for her part in the confusion and the late announcementof the change in policy. The delay in permitting unvetted teachers inthe classroom means that many schools will not be able to return tonormal until Friday or even after the weekend.

"The information we were receiving from head teachers and the localeducation authorities was that the CRB checks were not being processedquickly enough and the assurance that they would be completed by thebeginning of terms was not borne out," she said.

"I was not prepared to put teachers and pupils in the position whenthey do not know when they are able to start term."

Local education authorities and schools signalled that they wereprepared to take matters into their own hands yesterday and allowunvetted teachers to take classes unless the Government acted quicklyto resolve the problem.

Teachers will now be vetted under the old system whereby teachers'names are checked only against List 99, the Department for Education'sregister of people who are considered dangerous to work with children.

Ms Morris insisted that the safety checks were no worse than a yearago. "I wanted it to be better, but it didn't work," she said.

The Criminal Records Bureau, run by the private sector company Capita,will rush through 2,000 of the outstanding checks within the next twodays. The remaining 5,000 will be assessed for priority and carried outover the next few weeks.

The backlog has also hit other areas of the public sector: socialservices, hospitals, care homes and fostering services have been leftfacing similar delays and disruptions to their services over the comingweeks.

Ms Morris said she had been left a "very angry and unhappy customer" asa result of her dealings with Capita, which took over responsibilityfor the Criminal Records Bureau in Merseyside in March.

This is the second time that the minister has come into conflict withthe company, whose handing of the Individual Learning Accounts wasbranded "a disaster waiting to happen".

Ms Morris scrapped the £55 million scheme last year amid evidence ofwidespread fraud and abuse. Capita's systems were blamed for allowingbogus operators to tap in to claim the subsidies for themselves,charges which the company rejected.

The scheme attracted 18,000 complaints, many from people who tried toopen accounts only to find their names were already being used.

Colleges involved in the programme were estimated to have lost £1.2million while up to 5,000 jobs were threatened by the closure of thescheme.

(c) Times Newspapers Ltd, 2002.

Morris allows unvetted teachers into schools.

By Paul Peachey.

205 words

Publication date: 5 September 2002

Source: The Independent - London

Page: 1

(c) 2002 Independent Newspapers (UK) Limited . All rights reserved. This material may not be published, distributed or exploited in any way.

THE GOVERNMENT announced a humiliating U-turn last night and clearedthe way for unvetted teachers to work in schools because of the chaosat the Criminal Records Bureau.

Estelle Morris, the Secretary of State for Education, said teachers andassistants would be allowed to work at the discretion of headteachers.Only hours earlier, a ministerial colleague had insisted the safety ofchildren was paramount and the checks would have to be made first.

Ms Morris took the decision because the CRB could not complete enoughof the 7,200 outstanding applications to prevent serious disruption tothe start of term. Thousands of children have been turned away fromlessons this week.

The CRB was supposed to check staff for criminal records and againstList 99 - the secret dossier of people convicted or suspected of childabuse - within three weeks but delays built up from the start. MsMorris said: "I was not given assurances that made me confident thatthe present disruption to schools would not continue for some time."

The Conservative Education spokesman, Damian Green, accused theGovernment of dithering and said the situation could have been avoidedif it had listened to teachers.

U-turn on teacher vetting.

By Will Woodward Education editor.

423 words

Publication date: 5 September 2002

Source: The Guardian

Page: 1

(c) 2002

Estelle Morris, the education secretary, was forced into anembarrassing u-turn last night when she abandoned her hardline policyon criminal vetting of teachers, which had forced thousands of childrento be sent home in a chaotic start to the school year.

Ms Morris launched a broadside against the Home Office and criticisedthe criminal records bureau for failing to fulfill its pledge tocomplete 22,000 checks on teachers and other school staff in afortnight. Local authorities predicted that some staff would still notbe cleared by Christmas.

Declaring herself a "very dissatisfied customer" of the CRB, theeducation secretary reverted to her department's previous position,which requires a single check on school staff against its secret List99 register of suspected or known paedophiles.

Two weeks ago, after the Soham murders, ministers decided to requireall new staff to be cleared in advance by the CRB. The decisionshattered the already overstretched CRB, a joint venture between theHome Office and private contractor Capita. Despite working round theclock and taking on 100 extra staff, the bureau is still to complete7,000 "urgent" checks.

Ms Morris said: "I was not given assurances that made me confident thatthe present disruption to school would not continue for some time. Ihave therefore decided to allow teachers and support staff to work inschools at the headteacher's discretion after receiving List 99 checks.The further CRB checks would then follow."

She told Channel 4 News that even yesterday, she had been assured thatthe situation could quickly be sorted out. But she added: "I can'tbelieve those assurances."

Several local authorities and schools had decided to ignore theeducation department's directive. When the department insisted theymust obey ministers' instructions, some though not all agreed. Someargued that children were more at risk by not being at school.

The CRB was launched in March to provide a central register of allthose considered unsuitable to work with children and vulnerableadults. Teacher unions have been warning since its launch that it wouldnot be able to cope with the massive migration of staff in September.

Thousands of children were off school yesterday for the first day ofterm. Most schools affected sent just a few classes home. But last weeksome schools in Leicestershire, Leicester and south London, which weredue to begin the school term early, stayed shut.
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HOSPITALS, social services departments and care homes were caught up last night in the vetting crisis engulfing schools.

The Government was warned that a shortage of social workers, childminders, carers for the elderly and others has been created by the backlog in police checks at the Criminal Records Bureau.

David Wright, of the Association of Directors of Social Services, which has members in 150 local authorities, said the situation was becoming desperate, with staff under "enormous strain".

"The vetting delays have affected our ability to recruit everyone from residential care workers to adoptive parents," he said.

"This has caused huge difficulties. The whole social services system has slowed down dramatically."

Local authority chiefs were defying the Government's strict policy over police checks rather than leaving clients stranded, he said.

"Sometimes they will do their own assessments, by checking with the local police force, but that isn't a full check like the CRB would do. It's a problem being faced across the country."

Mr Wright's comments came as hundreds more teachers, caretakers and classroom assistants were cleared, but thousands were left waiting for checks to be completed.

The CRB, run by a private consultancy, Capita, has reduced the social services "urgent checks" backlog from 9,600 to 8,000. But Graham Lane, Labour education chairman of the Local Government Association, said the backlog could last until the end of the year.

The emphasis on school staff has frustrated representatives of the voluntary sector, who said vetting procedures were causing chaos for them as well. The Wales Council for

Voluntary Action said that while it understood the importance of checking school staff first, it should not be at the expense of other, equally vulnerable groups.

Graham Benfield, the council's chief executive, said: "Something needs to be done urgently before the whole system collapses."

Harry Fletcher, assistant general secretary of the National Association of Probation Officers, described the CRB as the new Child Support Agency and "a total fiasco". Trainee probation officers were being vetted because of their contact with young offenders and their families, he said.

Ray Rowden, a senior member of the Royal College of Nursing and a health policy analyst, said: "The flashpoint may be teaching, because of the start of the academic year, but if the vetting system is clogged, it has implications for health care."

Following the murders of Holly Wells and Jessica Chapman, the Education Department told head teachers last Thursday that they must not allow anyone into the classroom without full clearance from the CRB. Schools will be short of 8,000 teachers and support staff this morning as most re-open after the summer break.

Despite bringing in extra staff, the CRB had cleared only 14,300 of the backlog of 22,300 vetting applications.

Schools returning yesterday either had to double up classes or remain closed. Five were fully or partially closed in Sandwell in the West Midlands which is awaiting clearance for 241 staff.

Surrey was waiting to hear whether the checks would come through in time for 1,046 staff at its schools which open today. Parents of 550 children in Cheshire have been told to make their own arrangements to get them to school because clearance had not been received for 16 bus drivers.

Gloucestershire County Council has decided to allow teachers to work with children before the checks come through. Charmian Sheppard, education portfolio holder, said that newly qualified staff could begin next week as long as heads could secure adequate supervision and there was no one-to-one contact with pupils.
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SIR - The Criminal Records Bureau fiasco affects more than teachers. My daughter worked hard to obtain her degree in children's nursing at Oxford Brookes University and was looking forward to putting her skills to use and starting to earn.

She got a post in Scotland and was due to start on September 1, but has been unable to do so as the Criminal Records Bureau has not supplied clearance.

In the meantime, she is on unpaid leave. This is no way to treat the newly qualified people our country is crying out for.

Robert Bridges

Surbiton, Surrey.
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Behind all the vilification of the criminal records bureau for itsfailure to complete checks on staff working with children in schools(Schools set to defy ministers on vetting, September 3) there areserious issues for governors and headteachers. It is my understanding,as a chair of governors, that if governors do not abide by advice fromthe local education authority or DfES, they could find themselvespersonally liable if sued by parents after an incident linked to an"unvetted" member of staff. It may be the case that schools withunvetted staff are safer places than streets, but this is unlikely tobe accepted as a reasonable defence in court.

Many schools will no doubt open, but without their unchecked staff.They will, however, have to pay their salaries and, in some cases, hiretemporary staff. Given the promises that checking will be completed intime, is there not a case for financial compensation from the CRB forthis additional financial burden on school budgets ?

MR Farrant

London.
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Hundreds of pupils at a school have been forced to stay at home becauseof the national crisis in vetting staff, it emerged last night.

Children from three different years at Leigh city technology college inDartford, Kent, were told that they would be unable to begin the newterm, which started on Monday.

Before the start of term 17 new teachers at the college, which teaches11-to 18-year-olds, were awaiting clearance from the criminal recordsbureau.

Although the backlog has been reduced to 12, the principal, FrankGreen, said it was unlikely the pupils would be allowed back intoclassrooms before next Monday.

He said: "I have been in touch with the relevant authorities two,three, four times a day but at the moment I still have 12 teachers whoneed to be cleared."

It is the first report of timetable cuts since last week when more than1,000 children in Leicestershire and Wandsworth, south-west London,also got an unexpected summer holiday extension.

Across the rest of the country, hundreds of teachers, care takers andclassroom assistants have been cleared to work in schools but thousandsmore are still waiting for checks to be completed.

The CRB has cut the urgent checks backlog from 9,600 to about 8,000since Sunday, the Home Office said.

The tally of applications that the CRB said were taking longest tocheck, those containing "errors", has fallen from 7,000 to 5,500 whilethe remaining 2,500 are being "fast-tracked".

Some local education authorities, including Gloucestershire countycouncil, have decided to go against government guidance and allowteachers who have not been cleared to work with children into theclassroom before the checks come through.

Graham Lane, Labour education chairman of the Local GovernmentAssociation, said the backlog may persist until the end of the year.

Further education colleges warned that the CRB may be responsible forletting personal information to go astray. One said it received formsrelating to nursery nurses, while data on its lecturers ended up at aprivate address. Press Association.
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Behind all the vilification of the criminal records bureau for itsfailure to complete checks on staff working with children in schools(Schools set to defy ministers on vetting, September 3) there areserious issues for governors and headteachers. It is my understanding,as a chair of governors, that if governors do not abide by advice fromthe local education authority or DfES, they could find themselvespersonally liable if sued by parents after an incident linked to an"unvetted" member of staff. It may be the case that schools withunvetted staff are safer places than streets, but this is unlikely tobe accepted as a reasonable defence in court.

Many schools will no doubt open, but without their unchecked staff.They will, however, have to pay their salaries and, in some cases, hiretemporary staff. Given the promises that checking will be completed intime, is there not a case for financial compensation from the CRB forthis additional financial burden on school budgets ?

MR Farrant

London.
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As the new school term begins, some 7,000 teachers are under orders to keep away from their pupils. Timetables have been disrupted, and supply teachers are being drafted in to take the places of the absentees.

Children may wonder why it is that Mr X has been confined to the staff room, or Miss Y has been instructed to stay at home. The answer is insulting to them both: under the Government's new rules, all teachers are to be suspected of posing a threat to the children in their charge until they have been cleared by elaborate vetting procedures introduced in March.

This was one of those government initiatives that sounded like a good idea at the time. Ministers would be seen to be Doing Something about child abuse - and there is no subject about which British voters care more passionately. Like so many of these initiatives, however, it was not thought properly through.

The Criminal Records Bureau, the body charged with vetting Britain's teachers, has not been able to complete its task in time for the new term. This may be because it has been inefficient, or because it was given insufficient money or manpower for the job. Perhaps a part of the reason for the backlog may be the CRB's reluctance to cut corners after the deaths of Holly Wells and Jessica Chapman. But whatever the explanation may be, the facts are that the new vetting procedures have been badly implemented and have caused great inconvenience all over the country.

All this might be forgiven - the disruption of children's education, the insult to blameless teachers - if only the new vetting procedures stood a good chance of succeeding in their purpose of protecting children from abuse. But do they?

We suspect that a centralised vetting procedure can never be as effective as a system that holds every headteacher ultimately responsible for checking the references of his staff. For one reason or another, the names of many potential child abusers will never appear on a computer database until it is too late. Under a centralised system, a headteacher who employs a child molester will always have the ready-made excuse: "It's not my fault. The CRB gave him the all clear." Put the head himself in charge of vetting his staff, however, and perhaps children will be safer. A headteacher has a much stronger interest in protecting the children in his care than an overworked bureaucrat scanning a computer screen.

