Freedom of Information Act 2000/Environmental Information Regulations 2004  
re: religious or spiritual confidentiality
Your request for information has now been considered and the Council’s response to your questions is shown below.

You asked:
Re: Religion, Spirituality, Confidentiality & Protection of Vulnerable Clients in Leicester — Risks, Policies, and Need for Oversight
I am writing to express concern and request clarity about how Leicester City Council ensures that vulnerable individuals are protected in instances where religious or spiritual confidentiality and Wiccan Witchcraft religion (for example spiritual counselling or faith‑based confession) is asserted, especially in matters of safeguarding or allegations of harm or abuse.
Recent research and case law in the UK emphasises that religious confidentiality is not absolute, especially when there is risk of harm. Below, I summarise existing policies in Leicester, known incidents, and suggest questions which I hope the Council will address. I also request certain information and urge specific reforms to protect vulnerable persons fully.
Key Observations in Leicester
1. Policies that exist
· Leicester City Council has a formal Information Governance & Risk Policy that treats religious belief as “special category personal data,” with protocols for lawful processing. Leicester City Council
· There is a Children’s Services / Early Help Confidentiality Policy that acknowledges that confidentiality may need to be overridden in exceptional cases for safeguarding. llrcs-leicestercity.trixonline.co.uk
· Councillors are bound by a Code of Conduct requiring them to respect confidentiality and not obstruct lawful access to information. Leicester City Council
2. Relevant incidents
· In 2017, a council employee was prosecuted for sending sensitive data about vulnerable people (medical, financial, care info) to a private account. This breach underscores both the risk and that policies are only as strong as enforcement and staff integrity. publicsectorexecutive.com+1
· There have been concerns raised more broadly about religious leaders’ role in influencing political voting patterns in Leicester, which may indicate misuse of spiritual authority. Such influence, while not necessarily a data issue, can impact vulnerable individuals’ freedoms or exploit their religious beliefs. Reddit
· Within the Diocese of Leicester, processes have been reviewed after a criminal conviction, pointing to complexity in overlapping roles under religious law and secular employment / safeguarding law. Diocese of Leicester
Key Questions / Information Request
To evaluate whether Leicester is doing enough, I ask you to provide, or commit to making public, information on the following:
1. Policy Implementation
· How does Leicester City Council deal with cases where religious or spiritual bodies claim confidentiality (e.g. spiritual counselling or confession) when they are made aware of possible abuse or harm?
Answer:

All allegations of harm and abuse are managed within our Leicester, Leicestershire and Rutland Multi-Agency Policies and Procedures for Safeguarding.
Religious or spiritual bodies are not specifically addressed – however they are a non-statutory and non-contracted body and would be treated as any other non-statutory / non-contracted organisation, where a safeguarding alert or enquiry is made.
The Local Authority has no power to compel such an organisation to share information. Some religious organisations have their own safeguarding systems and officers, who would be approached if it were felt that important information about harm or abuse was being withheld due to confidentiality.
In instances of a criminal nature, the Police would take a lead on investigation. This is outside of the Local Authority duties so no further information is provided in response to this question. 

· Does the Council have a procedure or protocol specifically for “religious / spiritual confidentiality claims” in safeguarding cases?
No
· Are partner faith / religious organisations formally bound (via contract, funding agreement, or MOUs) to Council safeguarding / data sharing rules?
No
2. Past Incidents & Disclosure Requests
· In the past 5 years, how many times has the Council sought records or disclosures from religious institutions or faith leaders in safeguarding cases (child protection / vulnerable adult), and how many such requests were refused or delayed on the basis of religious confidentiality or spiritual doctrine?
The collate the requested information would exceed the cost limit prescribed in the Freedom of Information Act.  We would have to manually trawl through individual safeguarding records to get this information.
Section 12 of the Act makes provision for public authorities to refuse requests for information where the cost of dealing with them would exceed the appropriate limit, which for local government is set at £450. This represents the estimated cost of one person spending more than 18 hours in determining whether the department holds the information, locating, retrieving and extracting the information.

The Council has duly determined that to undertake such an exercise would exceed the limit specified above.

This is therefore a Refusal Notice under section 17.1 of the Freedom of Information Act, because under the provisions of section 12.1 of the Act, the Council estimates that to comply with your request in its current form will exceed the appropriate limit.

You may wish to refine and resubmit your request so that it reduces the cost to within the 'appropriate limit'.
· Whether any court cases (in Leicester) have tested these issues explicitly (i.e. whether religious/spiritual confidentiality was argued in court, and what the outcome was).
To collate this information would require review of every case over the last 5 years and not feasible within the time constraints. This is therefore exempt because under the provisions of section 12.1 of the Act, the Council estimates that to comply with your request in its current form will exceed the appropriate limit.

You may wish to refine and resubmit your request so that it reduces the cost to within the 'appropriate limit'.
3. Oversight & Accountability
· What oversight mechanisms exist to ensure that staff, councillors, & religious partners comply with confidentiality, data protection, and safeguarding in faith contexts?
The Council has an Information Governance Policy that sets out the framework for ensuring compliance with data protection legislation. This also includes accountability arrangements in relation to data protection. The policy is available on the Council’s website - Information governance and risk policy. 
Council officers are required to undertake mandatory data protection training on an annual basis to ensure that personal information is processed in accordance with data protection legislation. 

· What are the whistleblowing / complaint processes for vulnerable people who believe confidentiality has been misused to suppress or block evidence of harm?
The whistleblowing policy is within the HR policies and processes – copy attached.
The Council’s information governance policy also covers complaints and states: 

Complaints relating to any information access request, National Data Opt-Out or data protection matter should be made in writing and addressed to:

Principal Lawyer (Information Law) and Data Protection Officer, Coronial and Registrars Services
4th Floor, Rutland Wing
City Hall
Charles Street
Leicester LE1 1FZ

info.requests@leicester.gov.uk, or,

data-protection-officer@leicester.gov.uk 

If a member of the public considers that their data has been breached, they can complain to the IG&R team directly. 
4. Training & Awareness
· What training has been provided (and planned) to Council staff (especially social services, safeguarding, legal) on law / case precedents about when religious confidentiality must be overridden (e.g. Lancashire v E & F)?
Adult Social Care staff in specific roles are required to complete a mandatory safeguarding adult course as a minimum every three years. 
The course content includes a section on GPDR & Data Protection and the circumstances when we can share information without consent this includes reference to the Leicester, Leicestershire and Rutland Multi Agency Overarching Safeguarding Information Sharing Agreement (which is available online) but not specifically on when religious confidentiality must be overridden

· What outreach or collaboration is done with religious leaders in Leicester to ensure they understand their statutory obligations under safeguarding law and data protection (inclusive of special category data)?
The Leicester, Leicestershire and Rutland (LLR) Safeguarding Boards run a quarterly Voluntary & Community Sector Forum for Safeguarding Children and Adults. This is available to all faith leaders across LLR and is attended by a number of faith groups. The forum provides information, advice and guest speakers on different safeguarding topics the agenda is agreed collaboratively with attendee’s who are invited to contribute to setting the topics for future forum’s. 
Suggested Reforms / Actions
Based on the above, I propose that Leicester City Council consider adopting or strengthening:
· A clear policy that religious or spiritual confidentiality does not provide a blanket exemption from statutory of trust safeguarding duties. Such a policy should be made widely known, including to partner faith bodies.

· Formal agreements (e.g. MOUs) with religious organisations that outline obligations to report, share records, and comply with data protection / safeguarding law in situations of suspected abuse, neglect or harm.

· Regular audits / oversight of data usage, confidentiality breaches, and requests to withhold or share information under confidentiality claims.

· Training programmes for religious/spiritual counsellors / faith leaders in Leicester so they understand statutory obligations, limits of confidentiality, rights of vulnerable clients.

· Establish accessible and safe channels for vulnerable individuals to seek help, report concerns, including options for confidential reporting that don’t rely on faith leaders alone if those leaders are part of the problem.
Legal Context and Precedents
· Under UK GDPR / Data Protection Act, religious belief is “special category data”. Its processing (including sharing or withholding) is tightly regulated; lawful sharing is allowed in many cases (public task, vital interests, legal obligation).

· Common law confidentiality, Equality Act 2010, Human Rights Act 1998 (especially Articles 6, 8, 9) all impose constraints: religious freedom is protected, but can be limited to protect health, safety, rights of others, especially children.

· The Lancashire County Council v E & F (2020) case is a key precedent: religious elders’ refusal to share documents was overruled where children’s welfare was at risk.
Request for Response
I request that the Council respond (within 6 weeks) with:

1. Copies of relevant policies / protocols in Leicester on religious/spiritual confidentiality in dire confidentiality and safeguarding.

2. Data / summary for the past 5 years re disclosure requests/refusals on religious confidentiality grounds safeties'

3. Statements about training, MOUs with religious bodies, oversight mechanisms.

Thank you for considering these questions. Ensuring that vulnerable people in Leicester are fully protected—regardless of faith, belief or spiritual practice—is a matter of both legal duty and moral urgency.

You may re-use the information under an Open Government Licence.

If you are dissatisfied with the handling of your request, please write, explaining your grounds of appeal, to: 

Internal Review

Information Governance & Risk
Email: info.requests@leicester.gov.uk
