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Purpose: 

Defra employees sometimes need to undertake work overseas. When doing so, 

they will interact with stakeholders, including vulnerable groups and users 

accessing Defra services. This policy is designed to create clear safeguarding 

expectations and processes for Defra employees and contractors to comply with 

when working for or representing Defra overseas.  

Safeguarding is everyone’s responsibility and is not limited to specific teams and 

functions. Defra needs to safeguard the interests of all our stakeholders and 

partners, ensuring we comply with the humanitarian imperative to 'do no 

harm' through our actions in all our work. This policy sets out the steps necessary 

to limit the risk of harm being done, and to respond appropriately when harm or 

allegations of harm do occur. This includes matters relating to general abuse of 

power and position while working abroad, but also more specifically to issues and 

incidents of sexual exploitation and abuse and sexual harassment (SEAH).  

This policy supplements and does not replace existing relevant Defra policies, 

including the code of conduct, disciplinary and raising a concern/whistleblowing 

processes. This policy ensures that Defra meets cross government standards 

and is aligned with the HMG 2020 Safeguarding against SEAH strategy. 

Scope: 
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This policy applies to every Defra employee wherever they are in the world and 

includes staff on secondment/loan and fixed term contract as well as those on 

training schemes (e.g. Fast Stream, apprenticeships). The policy also applies to 

Defra’s contractors, volunteers and interns working overseas. This includes both 

Official Development Assistance (ODA) and non-ODA funded employees. It 

applies during both short trips overseas and longer postings.  

Where family members accompany you overseas, they may also be perceived as 

representatives of Defra, and you are expected to take reasonable steps to 

ensure that they meet the standards set out in this policy. Where there are 

concerns about a family member’s behaviour this should be investigated and 

may result in action being taken, including but not limited to ending your overseas 

posting. 

 

Linked policies and procedures: 

Below are some of the relevant policies and procedures that apply in Defra, 

which this policy relies on and clarifies in an international setting:  

● All staff should adhere at all time to the standards outlined in the Conduct 

and Behaviour section of the Defra Intranet which includes the code of 

conduct, and the civil service code. Staff must not bring Defra into 

disrepute. Defra has a zero tolerance of any action or inaction that 

breaches this policy. Breaches will be dealt with under the relevant 

procedures noted above as well as the disciplinary policy, and ultimately 

could be grounds for termination of employment. 

● All staff should be aware of the raising a concern/whistleblowing 

processes, which are central to reporting in this policy.  

● All staff should also be aware of the Bullying, harassment, discrimination 

policy and the International Travel Safety Policy. 

● Defra ODA staff should also adhere to the Defra guidance to tackle SEAH 

in ODA programming.  

● All staff must comply with the conflict of interest guidance, including 

declaring personal relationships that could create unacceptable conflicts of 

interest. 

● All staff must undertake essential safeguarding training provided by the 

Foreign, Commonwealth and Development Office on their training platform.  
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Compliance with local law when on an assignment 

or duty visit: 

If you are overseas, you are required to respect the law of the land of your host 

country, their local culture and customs. Failure to do so may result in disciplinary 

action being taken and/or termination of your overseas posting if there are safety 

or security concerns. 

If you are considering applying for a role that involves working abroad you need 

to consider how local laws, customs and practices might affect you and whether 

the post is suitable before applying for a job. FCDO publishes travel advice by 

country which will help you do this.   

Defra seeks to support members of the LGBTQ+ community. Many countries 

where we work have laws that make homosexuality, or the practice of it illegal. 

We will not inform a host country of LGBTQ+ status without prior permission (e.g. 

to submit a visa application). If you are considering applying for an overseas role 

and you think this may affect you (e.g. some countries may not grant spousal 

visas to same sex partners) then before doing so you should seek guidance from 

HR, FCDO, and other sources as needed before applying for a job. 

You should respect local traditions and customs unless it is part of your role to 

challenge them. You should be mindful that you are a representative of Defra and 

should comply with the civil service code when discussing customs and traditions 

that you may personally disagree with. If you are unsure, discuss the issue with 

your line manager. 

If you commit or are suspected of having committed a crime (regardless of 

whether it would be considered a crime in the UK), Defra managers will consult 

with relevant HR teams and the appropriate Foreign, Commonwealth and 

Development Office (FCDO) for support on how to proceed. Defra will seek 

FCDO advice regardless of your nationality.  

Any decision to report criminality to the relevant authorities will take into 

consideration FCDO advice and guidance including, where applicable, FCDO 

expertise on assessing the implications of reporting the crime on both the 

individual and Defra.   

 

Abuse of power and exploitative practices: 

If you are working overseas, you are required to treat the inhabitants of the host 

country with respect, courtesy and consideration. You are there as a 

representative of the UK government. This puts you in a powerful position which 

must not be abused for your, or others, benefit. Abuse of power is a breach of the 

civil service code and will be dealt with using the policies and procedures noted 

earlier in this policy.  
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As a Defra representative while working with external stakeholders (e.g., 

beneficiaries, suppliers, partners or clients) you may have power over them. This 

is because you may make or influence decisions which could significantly impact 

their lives. As such you need to be aware that you have this power and carefully 

consider the impact it has before making decisions including by considering any 

biases that you may have.   

The following examples illustrate some situations which can be regarded as an 

abuse of power. This list is not exhaustive: 

● Taking pictures/recordings of anyone including children, vulnerable adults 

or adults living in poverty and/or publishing these pictures/recordings online 

or on social media. 

● Allowing personal feelings towards an individual or group to influence your 

activities and decisions at work.  

● Using your power or authority for financial gain. 

In addition, you must not commit or participate in any acts which contribute to 

exploitative practices such as modern slavery and child labour. Where you 

suspect these practices are taking place, you should follow the processes 

detailed in the raising a concern section of this policy. You must not knowingly, or 

otherwise, assist external stakeholders to leave their home country (excluding for 

business related reasons), including through allocation of funds or resources. It is 

important that these kinds of exploitative practices are dealt with through 

appropriate and official channels, which may require FCDO expertise.  

 

Protecting our stakeholders from sexual 

exploitation and abuse and sexual harassment 

(SEAH): 

The UK Government uses the UN definitions of SEAH:  

● Sexual exploitation: any actual or attempted abuse of a position of 

vulnerability, differential power, or trust for sexual purposes. Includes 

profiting momentarily, socially, or politically from sexual exploitation of 

another. Under UN regulations it includes transactional sex, solicitation of 

transactional sex and exploitative relationships. 

● Sexual abuse: the actual or threatened physical intrusion of a sexual 

nature, whether by force or under unequal or coercive conditions. It should 

cover sexual assault (attempted rape, kissing / touching, forcing someone 

to perform oral sex / touching) as well as rape. Under UN regulations, all 

sexual activity with someone under the age of 18 is considered to be 

sexual abuse.  

● Sexual harassment: a continuum of unacceptable and unwelcome 

behaviours and practices of a sexual nature that may include, but are not 

limited to, sexual suggestions or demands, requests for sexual favours and 



Reference: LIT 72688 Version: 1.0 Security classification: OFFICIAL Page 5 of 6 

Uncontrolled when printed - 16/01/2025 02:33 

sexual, verbal or physical conduct or gestures, that are or might reasonably 

be perceived as offensive or humiliating.  

If you are on assignment or on a duty visit you must not commit, collude with, or 

participate in any acts of SEAH. This means:  

● You must not exchange money, employment, goods, or services for sex, 

including sexual favours, pornography or other forms of humiliating, 

degrading or exploitative behaviour.  Paying for sex / using sex workers in 

countries that receive aid is considered to be an abuse of power by Defra. 

This applies whether you do this in your private life outside of work or are 

rewarding the individual financially / through gifts or favours and feel you 

are helping the individual. This includes exchange of aid/humanitarian 

assistance that is due to beneficiaries or resources or benefits that 

employees have power to give through working for Defra. 

● That Defra has a zero tolerance of sexual exploitation and abuse, including 

in-action when it is reported, and failure to act where SEAH is reasonably 

suspected. Defra reserves the right to take appropriate action in these 

circumstances, under the policies and procedures noted earlier in this 

policy. 

● Sexual activity with children (as defined by the UN as persons under the 

age of 18) while working abroad is prohibited regardless of the age of 

majority, or age of consent, locally. Mistaken belief in the age of a child is 

not a defence. 

● Sexual relationships between anyone who works for Defra and 

beneficiaries of the programmes we fund, or implementing partners 

delivering those programmes, risk undermining the credibility and integrity 

of our work and are prohibited, unless staff can reasonably show that the 

relationship is not exploitative, not based on inherently unequal power 

dynamics and does not constitute an abuse of power. Staff must declare to 

line management any such relationship with anybody who could be 

considered a beneficiary or working for an implementing partner. Defra 

reserves the right to take action under the policies and procedures noted 

earlier in this policy.  

● Anyone who works for Defra is obliged to create and maintain an 

environment that prevents sexual exploitation and abuse and promotes the 

implementation of Defra’s code of conduct.  

All staff travelling abroad for work should undertake mandatory FCDO hosted 

“Safeguarding against Sexual Exploitation and Abuse and Sexual Harassment” 

training. See: FCDO’s HERA training platform and the signing up guidance.  

Raising a concern/whistleblowing: 

The expectations detailed above should be clear on the conduct and behaviours 

that are acceptable and those that are not. However, if unacceptable conduct 

does occur, there are clear steps that staff should take: 
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● Where anyone who works with Defra has concerns or suspicions regarding 

sexual abuse or exploitation by a fellow worker, whether in the same 

agency or not, s/he must report such concerns via Defra’s existing agency 

reporting mechanisms, which you can find here.  

● Normally the first step involves reporting to your manager. Where this is not 

possible or appropriate, there are alternate routes detailed on the Speak 

Up intranet pages. If emailing, for non-ODA reports, please send to 

speakup@defra.gov.uk. For ODA funded posts, contact the 

ODA.safeguarding@Defra.gov.uk mailbox. If you are unsure which to use, 

contact both.  

● It is not always easy to come forward and raise a concern but speaking up 

where wrongdoing is suspected is the correct thing to do. Remember, proof 

is not needed, just a reasonable, honest belief that wrongdoing, has or is 

likely to occur.  

● Failing to report a serious concern in some cases could be seen as a 

breach of the civil service code and could result in action being taken under 

the policies noted earlier.  

● If you witness or suspect that any supplier or partner is using child labour 

or engaging in modern slavery this must be reported immediately to the 

speak up mailbox (speakup@defra.gov.uk). For ODA specific reports, 

please also ensure the ODA safeguarding mailbox is made aware 

(ODA.safeguarding@Defra.gov.uk). 
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