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WHAT IS A POLICY?

A policy is a statement of your organisation’s views on important issues relevant to your area of work – it reflects your core values and principles.  It provides a framework within which you will work, guiding what you will do and how you will do it.

Your constitution is the basic policy document for an organisation, outlining its objects, saying what you can and can’t do as an organisation, and how you must conduct your business.  An organisation will also have other policies that can be written or unwritten, covering your main objectives, service implementation, premises, personnel, etc.  These are different from your constitution because they are not an official legal document, and they should cover more detailed areas and state how you will work in practice. 

WHY IS A POLICY NECESSARY? 

There are a number of benefits to having clear policies on key issues.  They can provide stability for your organisation and help you function smoothly in the following ways:

· They focus an organisation, and help guide and prioritise the activities engaged in.   Policies that respond to the needs and problems in the local area saying how the organisation addresses them increase the long-term relevance and sustainability of an organisation.

· They show potential members what you stand for  - there should be less conflict if members agree on your position on major issues from the start

· They show new employees the principles behind how you work – there should be more consistency in your work as people come and go

· They provide guidance to management and staff on what is appropriate for your organisation – there should be less argument about what someone should have done, you can delegate the right to make decisions, and measure actual performance against the standards set in the policy

· They show funding bodies that you are focused on what you are trying to achieve and how you will do it – they should be more likely to consider funding you. 

· They show the public how you view the way animals are treated – they can educate and increase donations

How many policies an organisation needs and the detail required depends on what you do, your size and level of formality.  A small new organisation is not likely to have many formally agreed policies, however, it should have some key ones.  A larger, older organisation may have detailed policies and procedures for nearly every aspect of its operation.

If an organisation wishes to join the Association Scheme, RSPCA International will ask what the policies are on certain core issues. This is so the position an organisation takes on areas of concern to us is clear, to check if the organisation’s policies are in agreement with RSPCA policies, and to confirm there is clarity within the organisation as to how it operates.  

An organisation with a shelter is expected to have these core policies written down. The core policies are on neutering, euthanasia, shelter capacity levels and admissions, disease control and re-homing.  Organisations that do not have a shelter need only send any written policies that they already have, but are still required to indicate on the application form what their policies on these issues are.  

If an organisation includes agreed procedures in a policy – detailed steps as to how it will go about its work – there can be additional benefits:

· Work can become more straightforward, freeing time for other purposes.

· Work can be carried out with less supervision.

· Time can be saved because procedures do not need to be constantly reinvented.

· Mistakes are less likely.

HOW IS A POLICY DEVELOPED?

Each organisation is unique, operating different services, to meet different needs, in different cultural, political and economic climates, and with different people involved.  Whilst another organisation’s policy can be used as a starting point, it is important to take the time to develop your own policies.   The following steps should be taken:

· Decide what are the main issues you need a policy on.

· Decide who has the final decision for setting your policies. For example, this could be the membership or the management committee.

· Decide who to consult about what the policy should be.  You should take account of the views of those who will be directly affected by the policy e.g. staff and management.  You may also consult people who will be indirectly affected e.g. the municipality, other animal welfare groups you work with, funding bodies.  You won’t be able to please everyone, but it is useful to know their views!

· Decide how each policy position affects the welfare of the animals in your care.  You should consider the welfare of both the animals you care for now and those you will care for in the future.  At the RSPCA we use the framework of the “Five Freedoms” in developing our policies – see below.

· Be aware of any constraints placed on you by current animal welfare and charity laws e.g. in the RSPCA cannot pursue policies that, while benefiting animals, would have a serious detrimental effect on humankind.

Where services are provided directly to animals, the framework of the five freedoms can be used to assist in considering the likely effect of different policies on the animals in question.  It is important to consider the welfare of both animals currently in your care and those likely to come into your care in the future.

· Freedom from hunger and thirst – ready access to fresh water and a healthy diet

· Freedom from pain, injury and suffering – prevention or rapid diagnosis and treatment

· Freedom from fear and distress – conditions and treatment which avoid mental suffering

· Freedom to express normal behaviour – sufficient space, proper facilities and company of the animals own kind

· Freedom from discomfort – an appropriate environment including shelter and a comfortable resting and sleeping place

WHAT SHOULD BE IN A POLICY?

· A statement of your policy – e.g. “we believe….” Or “we oppose ….”

· Details of what your policy is, why and what you hope to achieve – e.g. desired outcomes
· How you will put the policy into practice and to what standard – e.g. the action to be taken, in what circumstances?

· How you will check that the policy is being followed – e.g. what records you will keep?
· How you will check that the policy is effective – e.g. how often you will review the records & policy, at what meeting?

· How you will check that staff/management/volunteers know how to carry out the policy e.g. training, explaining policy

WHAT HAPPENS AFTER A POLICY HAS BEEN DECIDED?

It is a good idea to write down your policies and keep them in one place so all personnel knows where to find them.  You could open a file containing your constitution, written policies and minutes of any meetings where policy was agreed or discussed.  

Once you have agreed your policy it is not then set in stone.  You should review your policies regularly to ensure they remain relevant. For example, to take account of your experience of putting the policy into practice, changed local needs and new information.
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