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Regulation of social workers will increase public safeguards

The Social Workers Registration Board has today (Tuesday, 31st May 2011) opened the new Social Workers Register. This is the first step in the regulation of social workers as a profession, a move which will afford significant new protections to both the public and members of the profession. These protections will include a statutory Code of Professional Conduct and Ethics and a fitness to practice regime.

“For many years social workers and their representative bodies have campaigned for the statutory regulation of their profession and they have welcomed its arrival” Ginny Hanrahan, Chief Executive of CORU, the umbrella body responsible for the statutory regulation of health and social care professionals, and Registrar of the Social Workers Registration Board, said today. “This new system of regulation will give the public confidence that they are dealing with a fully qualified and regulated professional whenever they encounter a social worker.” 

Social workers currently employed will have up to two years to register, affording ample time to make the transition to statutory registration. 

A new statutory Code of Professional Conduct and Ethics for Social Workers has been adopted to underpin the regulation of the profession. It was prepared by a team which included a number of senior, highly respected social workers and involved consultation with the general public and social workers and with their representative bodies and employers. The Code specifies the standards of ethics, performance and conduct required of registered social workers in a clear and accessible manner. 

Under the new code social workers will have a legal responsibility to express in an appropriate way any concerns they have in relation to their work and to advocate for the fair distribution of resources based on identified levels of risk and need. “The social worker’s overriding legal obligation will be to the Code, which will guide and support the social workers in maintaining high professional standards,” said Professor Suzanne Quin, Chairperson of the Social Workers Registration Board and Associate Professor at the School of Applied Social Science at University College Dublin.

The fitness to practise regime, to be introduced within the next two years, will allow concerned members of the public to make a complaint about a registered social worker. If upheld, disciplinary sanctions can be imposed, including preventing that person from practising as a social worker.

The name of every registered social worker will be published in the register, which will be accessible online. Only social workers who have satisfied the board that they hold an approved qualification and are “fit and proper” to engage in the practise of the profession will be entered on the register.

The Social Workers Registration Board complies with best regulatory practice in that the majority of its members are “lay”, i.e. not social workers.

Speaking today, the Minister for Health Dr James Reilly said "The opening of the Social Workers Register is a significant step in implementing a modern, reformed system of regulation for health and social care professionals which will ultimately protect the public. I welcome this development, which will reassure the public and the profession that practitioners are appropriately qualified and competent to practise in a safe manner.” 

In line with Government policy, as a new regulatory body CORU  must become self-financing to avoid being a burden on the exchequer. For the initial start-up phase the registration fee has been set at €295 per annum, with a reduced fee of €100 per annum set for newly qualifying registrants (ie. people who are applying for registration within two years of graduating from a qualifying course of study.) All fees are allowable for income tax purposes, subject to individual assessment. 

The annual registration fee to be charged in future years will be determined by CORU in consultation with the Department of Health. CORU's intention is that the fee will be set as low as possible while still delivering fully the intended public safeguards and consistent with the requirement that the regulatory body become entirely self-funding.

Detailed study of the fee practises of both national and international regulatory agencies has already been undertaken. This research will inform the further work being undertaken over the next two years to refine the approaches to be employed for regulation. 

CORU will host a series of regional information forums nationwide later this year.  Further information on this and the opening of the Social Workers Register is available on www.coru.ie. 
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Note to editors
CORU, is the umbrella body with responsibility for protecting the public by regulating health and social care professional. It does this by promoting high standards of professional conduct and professional education, training and competence in 12 health and social care professions. It was established in 2007 under the Health and Social Care Professions Act, 2005 and consists of the Health and Social Care Professionals Council and the registration boards for each of the 12 professions.

When all 12 registers are up and running, CORU will have responsibility for the registration of over 20,000 professionals. The first 12 professions to come under CORU are: clinical biochemists, dietitians, medical scientists, occupational therapists, orthoptists, podiatrists, physiotherapists, psychologists, radiographers, social care workers, social workers and speech & language therapists.

