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Your questions: September 2026 

These ‘frequently asked questions’ are intended to help anyone understand and be familiar with our structure and governance. 

These are some of the questions we have been asked recently. We will update this document regularly as fresh questions are put to us. 

CSSA governance and independence 

Here are some of the things we have been asked recently:

1. What is the CSSA’s mission? 
You can find out about our stated aspirations and work here Our Vision.

We inspect dioceses and religious life groups to see if they are safe and effective and we publish what we find.

We engage with other bodies in the Church and secular world in order share knowledge, learn from best practice, and drive-up standards.

We engage with Survivors of Church related abuse - and we aim to facilitate engagement between Survivors, the Church and other bodies involved in safeguarding.


2. What sort of an organisation is the CSSA?

The CSSA is a limited company. It has a board of non-executive directors, and the chief executive (CEO). The board oversees the CSSA to ensure that it fulfils its mission. The chief executive oversees the day-to-day running of the CSSA. A quality assurance team undertake inspections of dioceses and religious life groups.  The CSSA publishes their reports on its website. There are other essential staff, including a head of communications and survivor engagement, as well as important  business support functions. 


3. Who is on the Board of the CSSA

The board is made up of independent non-executive directors and appointed directors (appointed by the Catholic Church leadership of England and Wales). 

Independent directors, including the chair, are independently recruited through a public process of advertising. They have backgrounds in professions related to safeguarding, for example social care, policing, inclusion, and audit. 

There are three Church-appointed directors. These are currently the lead safeguarding bishop in the Catholic Church in England and Wales; the lead Religious for safeguarding at the Conference of Religious; and a chief operating officer (COO) from a diocese, who is also on the board of the Catholic Trust for England and Wales. 

The CEO is an active board member informing the Board about operational detail - but does not vote on the Board. This type of governance, ‘unitary’ or ‘single tier’ is common in non-profit organisations like CSSA. 

Any decisions taken by the CSSA Board must be with a majority of independent recruited directors present.


4. How does the CSSA avoid conflict of board members? 

The CSSA recognises that dual roles, or multiple roles held by the same individuals on different boards can be confusing and may cause distrust that the CSSA really is independent. The following actions are in place to avoid conflicts of interest. 

The CSSA Board has an independent chair, and a majority of directors are not church appointments. It is not unusual for an organisation to have representatives from its owner, funder, or overseer on the Board. This allows closer oversight and clear communication back to the bodies that set it up. However, it is important that these representatives are not in the majority.

As laid out above: In UK law, a director must: act in the best interests of the company; avoid conflicts of interest; exercise independent judgment; and declare relevant interests. We follow good governance practice including having clear role descriptions and lines of governance, a conflict-of-interest register, and a mission and values statement, and hold meetings that are chaired and minuted. 


5. How is the CSSA funded?

The CSSA is funded by the Catholic Church through the Catholic Trust for England and Wales, which is the legal entity for the Catholic Bishops' Conference of England and Wales. When the independent (Elliot) review recommended a body to inspect safeguarding, this was the expectation. 

CSSA collects funding from dioceses and from RLGs (levies) which effectively pays for their inspection service. This money goes towards offsetting the funding that the Catholic Trust has guaranteed. 



6. How does the CSSA ensure independence given its board make-up and funding arrangements? 

Critically, the CSSA exercises independence of judgement over its inspections. It has committed to publish the results of evidence-based audits and inspections whatever the results, without influence or interference from any church body. This is the soft power we refer to in our description of ‘inspectorate.’ 

No representative from a church body, for example, can alter an inspection judgement. They are asked for any representations as part of the inspection process, but only factual errors are considered. 

The CSSA independent non-executive directors, including the chair, are there to ensure a consistent and transparent process, based on the criteria published on the CSSA website.  The CSSA exercises independence of judgement, and this is closely monitored and scrutinised through a QA committee, chaired by an independent non-executive director in collaboration with the QA team who deliver the audits and inspections. 

The CSSA Board has an independent chair and a majority of directors that are not church appointments. It is not unusual for an organisation to have representatives from its owner, funder, or overseer on the Board. This allows closer oversight and clear communication back to the bodies that set it up. However, it is important that these representatives are not in the majority.

In UK law, a director must: act in the best interests of the company; avoid conflicts of interest; exercise independent judgment; and declare relevant interests. We follow good governance practice including having clear role descriptions and lines of governance, a conflict-of-interest register, and a mission and values statement. We hold meetings that are chaired and minuted. 


7. What power does CSSA have to change safeguarding practice in the church?

The CSSA has a specific role within the Catholic Church of England and Wales, which is to inspect how well dioceses and RLGs meet the national safeguarding standards          intervene with unscheduled safeguarding reviews where we judge there to be an urgent need. We provide an additional stage for complaints about safeguarding that have not been resolved by the diocese or RLG. 

The inspections and reviews allow CSSA to make recommendations to the inspected organisation about how to meet the standards. We expect them to act on these and we review the action they take. 

We also identify important learning themes. This may be from collating findings or from a specific thematic inspection across a number of organisations. For example, it published a thematic inspection of survivor engagement in 2026. 

Individual inspection reports, learning reports from collated findings and thematic inspection reports are all published in full. 

Dioceses and RLGs work with us to learn and improve. They also work with us to avoid poor practice. 

Since we publish our inspection reports, our most significant sanction is reputational damage both to an organisation and to the church as a whole if there is poor safeguarding practice. If poor practice is identified in a report, this allows church leaders to act. Our job is not to enforce change; it is to identify where that is needed and give voice to the findings.

If there is high risk, we will refer this to the Charity Commission (as dioceses and RLGs are charities), which has powers under the Charities Act 2011 to regulate registered charities, including enforcement action where there is malpractice or misconduct. 



8. What is the RLSS and what is it there to do? 

The Religious Life Safeguarding Service (RLSS) is a national body to support the practice of safeguarding in RLGs and the National Tribunal Service, which applies Canon Law (church law) in matters including safeguarding.


9. What is the relationship between the CSSA and the new SCCS? 

The Strategic Council for Catholic Safeguarding (SCCS), when fully established, should set strategic safeguarding direction within the church. The CSSA, by contrast, is established to provide independent scrutiny and assurance. 

The CSSA independently examines whether safeguarding arrangements are effective and provides learning to the SCCS, which will help the church determine how to take action to improve safeguarding practice across dioceses and RLGs. 

The Strategic Council was set up by the Bishops and RLGs to ensure that national safeguarding bodies do what they were set up to do. It should help co-ordinate safeguarding practice in Catholic Church bodies and offer strategic support to the function to help ensure consistency. For example, in policy and procedure, training resources and national guidance and best practice. 

The safeguarding support function used to sit within the CSSA, as suggested in the Elliott review, but the CSSA recommended that it was not appropriate to both inspect and support safeguarding – it was like ‘marking its own homework.’ Steve Ashley, CEO has supported colleagues in the transition to establishing the board of the SCCS and in the ‘handing over’ of the support functions.
 
The SCCS occupies a different place within the safeguarding system. It is not an inspectorate. 

In short, the CSSA works alongside the SCCS – one does not oversee the other – they are distinct roles with the same overall objective.


10. How are survivors and victims involved in CSSA’s work

We want to embed survivor and victim voice and experience meaningfully in all our work. Since the CSSA began, it has had a survivor panel to provide advice and input to our work, for example, inputting to our inspection questions.

We are working with our Survivor Panel to take this to a deeper level; to develop increasingly meaningful involvement. At present, we are focusing on involvement in governance, involvement in the inspection function and involvement in communication. 

You can find read the Board’s published commitment to working with survivors HERE. 

ENDS 
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