DBS and bell ringers – a guide to key legislation

Background
[bookmark: _Hlk84010614]The Disclosure and Barring Service (DBS) helps employers and others make safer recruitment decisions each year by processing and issuing DBS checks for England, Wales, the Channel Islands and the Isle of Man. DBS also maintains the Adults’ and Children’s Barred Lists, and makes considered decisions as to whether an individual should be included on one or both of these lists and barred from engaging in regulated activity[footnoteRef:1]. [1:  DBS website – some of these terms have specific meanings eg regulated activity – see later.] 

There are 4 levels of DBS checks: 
· Basic;
· Standard; 
· Enhanced; and 
· Enhanced with barred list(s). 

What follows is copied from the DBS website (September 2026).
A Basic DBS check is for any purpose, including employment. The check will contain details of convictions and conditional cautions that are considered to be unspent under the terms of the Rehabilitation of Offenders Act 1974. An individual may apply for a basic check themselves.
A Standard DBS check is suitable for certain roles, such as applying for a security guard licence. The check will contain details of both spent and unspent convictions and cautions that are held on the Police National Computer, which are not subject to filtering.
An Enhanced DBS check is suitable for people working with children or adults and other specified roles or licence purposes. The check will contain the same details as a Standard DBS check and may also contain non-conviction information supplied by police forces if it is deemed relevant and ought to be contained in the certificate.
If the role is eligible, an employer can also request that one or both of DBS’s Barred Lists are checked. This will largely be for roles that are in “regulated activity” with children or adults[footnoteRef:2], but also includes a small number of roles that are not carrying out regulated activity. [2:  This means vulnerable adults] 

An individual cannot apply for a Standard or Enhanced DBS check by themselves. There must be a recruiting organisation who needs the applicant to get the check. This is then sent to DBS through a Registered Body.
The service is free for volunteers.
The Rehabilitation of Offenders Act 1975 (Exceptions) Order 1975 sets out the exceptions for when an individual can be asked about spent convictions – known as asking ‘an exempted question’. For example, anyone wanting to work in the Crown Prosecution Service is required to undergo a standard DBS check, which means that spent convictions will be disclosed. Traffic wardens have to undergo the same check too.[footnoteRef:3]  [3:  Schedule 1 to the Rehabilitation of Offenders Act 1974 (Exceptions) Order 1975] 

An enhanced DBS check may be required, for example, for “Individuals who carry out regulated activity with children where the work is done infrequently (but more than once). This also applies to roles that involve work which would have been regulated activity with children before changes were made to the definition in September 2012” [footnoteRef:4] [4:  DBS: A Guide to Child Workforce Roles for Registered Bodies and Employers] 

Key legislation
The key pieces of legislation in this area are:
· The Rehabilitation of Offenders Act 1974 (and orders made under this Act);
· The Police Act 1997 (and orders made under this Act);
· The Safeguarding of Vulnerable Groups Act 2006 (amended several times including by section 139 of the Crime and Policing Act 2026, on 1.9.26).
The Rehabilitation of Offenders Act 1974 makes provision for someone’s convictions or cautions to be regarded as ‘spent’ in certain circumstances, meaning that the person does not have to disclose them when asked. 
However, the Rehabilitation of Offenders Act 1974 (Exceptions) Order 1975 creates a number of important exceptions meaning that questions may be asked about convictions even if they are otherwise regarded as spent under the 1974 Act. Examples include recruitment for barristers, judges, police officers etc.
The Police Act 1997 sets up the framework for the issue of enhanced DBS certificates. See Section 113B. Regulations 5A, B & C of the Police Act 1997 (Criminal Records) Regulations 2002 in essence allow for an enhanced DBS certificate to be obtained on behalf of someone who engages in regulated activity. 
The Safeguarding of Vulnerable Groups Act 2006 makes provision for barred lists (that is people who are barred from working with children, or people who are barred from working with vulnerable adults). It also creates a number of offences, for example knowingly permitting a barred person to engage in regulated activity[footnoteRef:5]. [5:  Section 9(1) 2006 Act] 

Regulated activity
Bell ringing is not mentioned in the legislation. In relation to children, though the teaching of bell ringing is likely to fall within the definition of ‘regulated activity’.
Paragraph 2(1) of Schedule 4 of the 2006 Act says, among other things:
2(1) The activities referred to in paragraph 1(1) are—
(a) any form of teaching, training or instruction of children, unless the teaching, training or instruction is merely incidental to teaching, training or instruction of persons who are not children. 
It will only be regulated activity if it satisfies the ‘period condition’, which is defined in Paragraph 10:
10(1) The period condition is satisfied if the person carrying out the activity does so at any time on more than three days in any period of 30 days.
The period condition is also satisfied if (a) the person carrying out the activity does so at any time between 2 am and 6 am; and (b) the activity gives the person the opportunity to have face to face contact with children. 
So, assuming that a child is being taught to ring by someone and has lessons on more than 3 days in 30, the teacher will be carrying out ‘regulated activity’.  This means that they will be eligible for an enhanced DBS check with a check of the children’s barred list.
What about someone who teaches a child to ring but less frequently and does not satisfy the period condition? 
This is caught by Regulations 5A and 5C of the Police Act 1997 (Criminal Records) Regulations 2002, Reg 5A as amended says: 
Enhanced criminal record certificates: prescribed purposes
5A.  The purposes for which an enhanced criminal record certificate may be required in accordance with a statement made by a registered person under section 113B (2)(b) of the Act are prescribed as follows, namely the purposes of—
(a) considering the applicant’s suitability in the circumstances set out in regulation 5C
(b) considering the applicant’s suitability in the circumstances set out in regulation 5B;
Reg 5C of the Police Act 1997 (Criminal Records) Regulations 2002:
(i) work done infrequently which, if done frequently, would be regulated activity relating to children within the meaning of Part 1 of Schedule 4 to the Safeguarding Vulnerable Groups Act 2006 or as it had effect immediately before the coming into force of section 64 of the Protection of Freedoms Act 2012.
Note that 5C refers to ‘work’. However, it is clear that the entire scheme of DBS checks is aimed not only at those who formally ‘work’ and are paid for doing so, but also volunteers. The only rational interpretation of Reg 5C is that it refers to ‘activity’ rather then being restricted to ‘work’ in the narrow sense.
The words “vulnerable adult” are defined in Section 60(1) of the 2006 Act as being ‘…any adult to whom an activity which is a regulated activity relating to vulnerable adults by virtue of any paragraph of paragraph 7(1) of Schedule 4 [of the 2006 Act] is provided.’ 
Para 7(1) sets out what is regulated activity for vulnerable adults. The categories are closely associated with providing care There is not a more general category of teaching or training vulnerable adults. This means it is unlikely in the context of teaching bell ringing that the eligibility criteria for a DBS check will be met so far as a vulnerable adult is concerned.
So, infrequent teaching of children satisfies the eligibility criteria for an enhanced DBS check. More frequent (as defined) teaching of children brings it within the scope of ‘regulated activity’ and then qualifies for an enhanced DBS check with children’s barred list.
The 1.9.26 change to supervision
The law changed on 1.9.26. Before then, if someone worked with children but was supervised all the time by someone else who was also undertaking the regulated activity, they were treated as not being in regulated activity. This was contained in what was paragraph 2(3A) of the 2006 Act which said:
‘(3A) Sub-paragraph (1)(a)[footnoteRef:6] does not include any form of teaching, training or instruction of children which is, on a regular basis, subject to the day to day supervision of another person who is engaging in regulated activity relating to children.’ [6:  See para 3.2 above for Para 2(1)(a)] 

On 1 September 2026, paragraph 2(3A) was ‘omitted’ by Section 139(3) of the Crime and Policing Act 2026.
This now means that a range of people who were previously not regarded as undertaking regulated activity will now meet the eligibility test for an enhanced level DBS and barred list check. Part of the reasoning for the change may be that the government wants to ensure that people on the barred list are not working with children, even if they are supervised.
The Department of Education has given guidance[footnoteRef:7]. [7:  Regulated activity: removal of the supervision exemption] 

The DBS has also issued guidance: ‘Change to the definition of regulated activity with children from 1 September 2026’. Within this guidance are some examples, which are copied and set out below as they give a useful insight into the application of the law after the change.
A parent who volunteers to hear children read in a school each week and who is supervised, previously will have had an enhanced DBS check due to the supervision exemption. But now they will be eligible for an enhanced with children’s barred list check.
A second example: Another parent volunteers once a month at the primary school to help with art activities. Again, a teacher is always present to supervise them. This parent is not in regulated activity with children because they are not carrying out the role often enough. The parent was asked to apply for an Enhanced DBS check without a Children’s Barred List check. The school does not need to consider the supervision changes for this role as it is not being carried out often enough to be regulated activity with children.
A third example: A paid activity instructor works at an outdoor activity centre. They lead climbing and canoeing sessions for different groups of school children 4 days a week. Teachers are present and a senior instructor always supervises the instructor’s work. Before 1 September 2026, the instructor may not have been in regulated activity with children if the centre decided that the senior instructor supervised them sufficiently. From 1 September 2026, the instructor will be in regulated activity with children because they instruct children often enough. The centre should consider if the instructor needs an Enhanced with Children’s Barred List DBS check.
Impact on ringing
A reminder of what paragraph 2(1) of Schedule 4 says,
2(1) The activities referred to in paragraph 1(1) are—
(a) any form of teaching, training or instruction of children, unless the teaching, training or instruction is merely incidental to teaching, training or instruction of persons who are not children (emphasis added).
Teaching in the context of bell ringing covers a range of activity. At one end of the spectrum, teaching bell handling, where the teacher and pupil ring the bell together, must qualify as a form of ‘teaching, training or instruction’. Thus, subject to the period condition being satisfied, a person undertaking such activity will satisfy the eligibility criteria for an enhanced DBS with barred list check.
At the other end, what about in a quarter peal or peal where a conductor, or for that matter any other member of the band, tells a child what to do when they have made a mistake. Arguably this is a case of giving an instruction to correct a mistake, not teaching or training.
Between these two extremes, there will be many other examples. A common one is to ask a more experienced ringer to stand with someone while they ring, to give them guidance as they start to work on something new. This could be because the ringer is only just able to handle a bell and needs an experienced teacher on hand in case control of the bell is lost; or because the ringer is likely to need verbal guidance while they are ringing due to inexperience (eg learning to ring call changes or to ring plain hunt). How are these situations to be handled.
The crux seems to be the interpretation of ‘any form of teaching, training or instruction’. Where someone is presently unable to ring something unaided by another, and therefore requires someone to assist them to do it, it would be hard to argue that the assister is not providing a ‘form of teaching, training or instruction’.
On the other hand, giving odd bits of advice to a child is unlikely to amount to ‘teaching, training or instruction’. 
Where the line is between these two extremes is unclear and we may need to wait and see how the different dioceses interpret the changed law.
There will be other situations which are not covered by the examples and discussion above, but the key will always be to come back to whether what is being done amounts to ‘teaching, training or instruction’.
Guild/Association safeguarding officers may wish to draw the attention of tower captains to the law change, so that they are ready to have discussions with appropriate safeguarding contacts in due course, as and when the issue is raised.
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