A RECENT CHANGE TO THE DBS RULES DRAFT ARTICLE FOR THE RINGING WORLD
Introduction
Most ringers will be aware of the Disclosure and Barring Service (DBS) and the need for a DBS certificate in certain situations. We are usually guided by our churches here. There has been a recent change to the law which is likely to have an impact on ringers. This article explains the change and gives an indication of the likely impact.
DBS for ringers – an outline.
The law is complicated, partly because it is contained in several pieces of legislation. There are many circumstances in every day life where a DBS check is required, for example for certain types of employment such as a barrister or police officer. For bell ringers, the important area is where children, that is under 18s, are concerned. The application of DBS to vulnerable adults in the context of ringing is less frequent.
There are four types of DBS check: basic, standard, enhanced, and enhanced with children’s and/or adult barred lists. Anyone can request a basic check on themselves, which will reveal details of unspent cautions and convictions. A standard check can only be requested by someone else, such as a prospective employer if the job requires one; this will reveal both spent and unspent cautions and convictions. An enhanced 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 considered relevant. Finally, an enhanced with barred lists check may contain information held on a DBS barred list (such as where someone was dismissed from a role involving regulated activity due to fear that they may cause harm to a child).
Not surprisingly, bell ringing is not mentioned in any of the DBS legislation! Ringers will only find themselves eligible for one of the higher levels of DBS check if they undertake what is called ‘regulated activity’. Where someone engages in regulated activity they will be eligible for an enhanced DBS check with children’s barred list. In the context of ringing, regulated activity is ‘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’. If you were giving a theory session to a group of adults, but one of them unexpectedly had had to bring their child along, the ‘training’ the child might pick up would be merely  incidental to the teaching of the adults.
However, it will only be regulated activity if the ‘period condition’ is also satisfied. This can happen in one of two ways. The first is if the person carrying out the activity does so at any time on more than three days in any period of 30 days. The second is if the activity happens at any time between 2 am and 6 am and the activity gives the person the opportunity to have face to face contact with children.
This means that most ringing teachers who teach children on a regular basis will be eligible for an enhanced DBS check with children’s barred list.
However, those who teach children less frequently will be still eligible for an enhanced DBS check as the law says it applies to ‘work done infrequently which, if done frequently, would be regulated activity relating to children…’. In this situation the eligibility is for an enhanced level DBS check only (i.e. without a check of the children’s barred list).
It is important to note here that DBS law says whether a role is ‘eligible’ for a particular type of DBS check – it does not say that checks are mandatory. The policies we as ringers will need to follow will be decided by our churches. Legally, the primary responsibility for policy decisions lies with individual churches, but they will almost inevitably follow the policy and guidance of their diocese (in England at least; in Wales there is only one province and all Church in Wales churches are bound by their rules). Where regulated activity with children is concerned (e.g. teaching bell handling frequently), dioceses and churches will doubtless want to ensure that proper checks are carried out. The position is less clear, though, when it comes to whether an enhanced DBS check will be required for someone who gives occasional instruction to a child; dioceses may adopt differing approaches here.
The law change on 1 September 2026
Until recently there was an exception which has applied in ringing contexts and will have been used in practice. In broad terms, someone who taught children but was subject to regular day to day supervision by a DBS checked person who was also engaged in teaching, was not regarded as undertaking ‘regulated activity.’ This exception, with effect from 1st September 2026, has gone.
What are the implications for teaching children to ring? It is now clear that anyone who regularly teaches bell handling to children will be eligible for an enhanced DBS check with children’s barred list. It is no longer sufficient for there to be one person who is checked to that level who supervises other teachers.
Ringers who are involved in teaching under 18s to handle a bell should therefore be aware that they are very likely to be eligible for an enhanced DBS check with children’s barred list, if they do not already hold one.
Other forms of ‘teaching‘?
It is unclear at this stage how church safeguarding authorities will interpret the change. The CCCBR will be interested to learn of any examples. One issue which may arise is caused by the rather wide definition of ‘regulated activity’ in the context of ringing, i.e. ‘any form of teaching, training or instruction of children’. Several scenarios within ringing frequently occur.  See the example given earlier where a child was unexpectedly brought by a parent to a planned session for a group of adults. What about the very common practice of standing behind someone to assist in case they get into difficulty, whether with bell handling or ringing a particular method?
We do not yet know how church safeguarding authorities will interpret the new law, and more particularly how they will apply it. In particular, and as noted earlier, the law sets out eligibility criteria for DBS checks, it does not mandate them. This means there is scope for both interpretation and the exercise of discretion. It also means that policies and practices may differ between dioceses. There is the possibility that more ringers will be asked by the church to apply for enhanced DBS checks with children’s barred list on the basis that they are instructing children. Whether this will happen is unknown at this stage.
DBS, vulnerable adults and ringing
The law is different in relation to vulnerable adults. The DBS eligibility criteria are aimed at those who provide personal care and support to vulnerable adults. Teaching, training or instruction of a vulnerable adult, which would include teaching to ring, is not a ‘regulated activity’. Of course there may be adults who are ‘vulnerable’ within our ringing communities in the everyday sense of the word, but teaching them to ring will not meet the eligibility criteria for a DBS check.
Likely implications for ringing generally
For ringers who are not involved in teaching children, there should be no impact.
The new law only affects those who are involved in teaching under 18s. If your tower has no under 18s, or the under 18s have reached the stage where they do not need teaching (!) the new law will have no impact. If all those involved in any ‘teaching, training or instruction’ of children already have enhanced DBS with children’s barred list checks in place, then again there will be no impact. 
Where ringers are involved in teaching, but have been working on the basis that they are supervised by someone else with an enhanced DBS with children’s barred list check, action will be needed, and CCCBR advice is to discuss the requirements with your parish safeguarding officer (or whoever is applicable to where you ring, e.g. the Provincial Safeguarding Team in Wales). 
The key aspects which are unclear are, firstly, how dioceses will interpret ‘teaching’, and secondly, how consistently parish safeguarding officers disseminate this. ‘Teaching’ certainly includes teaching bell handling, but whether dioceses will see it as encompassing practice-night ‘standing behind’ and other such scenarios is unknown. On the other hand, there is some protection against overzealous interpretation: mandating checks for those who are ineligible is unlawful, and while we would not wish to encourage conflict, ringers can rightly object  if, for instance, there are no children in a band. 
Applying for a DBS check
This needs to be done through your local church. As ringers are volunteers, there is no fee payable. If you obtain a DBS check, remember to sign up for the DBS update service, which in many places will mean you do not need to go through the application process again.
Detailed legal provisions
This article does not set out the legislation in detail but aims to explain the new law rather than recite it. A more detailed explanation has been made available to guild/association safeguarding officers via the CCCBR Safeguarding Forum and is also available on the CCCBR website along with a copy of this article. Association and branch/district officers who have working relationships with diocesan safeguarding officers may have some influence in shaping policy by making them aware of how ringing works in practice. The Central Council Safeguarding Team are keen to hear how implementation of this new law unfolds.
Queries concerning DBS and the recent change to the law can be sent to the CCCBR safeguarding team.
Chris Enzor
CCCBR Safeguarding Team
November 2026

