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At the start of his inquiry into the Holyrood building fiasco, Lord Fraser set up a confidential e-mail link for anyone who may have information but fear pressure from within their own organisation or company. 

In his search for the truth, Lord Fraser was calling for people closest to the project, those who worked on it, to blow the whistle. Most taxpayers in Scotland want to know what went wrong and want to ensure they never find themselves in this position again. 

When the Piper Alpha oilrig exploded off the coast of Scotland in 1988 killing 167 people, Lord Cullen, who chaired the inquiry into what went wrong, found workers were aware of serious health and safety issues but did "not want to put their continued employment in jeopardy through raising a safety issue that might embarrass management". 

Although very different in nature, these cases highlight the value of learning about a problem before, not after the damage is done. But what if someone had tried to raise a concern earlier? Would he or she have become a celebrated Scottish whistleblower? Or would the focus have been on them, their motivation, their loyalties or their method? 

Rightly or wrongly, some of these questions may be posed of those who recently highlighted concerns about immigration procedures. The ensuing row resulted in the resignation of Beverly Hughes, the immigration minister. 

Last month, Steve Moxon, an immigration case-worker, told a newspaper that applications to enter or stay in the UK from eastern Europeans were being improperly fast-tracked. The Home Office initially denied the story and Mr Moxon was suspended from his post. Then James Cameron, the British consul for visa affairs in Romania sent an anonymous e-mail to David Davis, the shadow home secretary, saying Mr Moxon’s concerns were the "tip of the iceberg" and that forged visa applications from Romania and Bulgaria were being waved through by the Home Office. 

On 24 March, Mr Davis learned of Mr Cameron’s identity - and revealed to the House of Commons that the Glasgow-born diplomat had been suspended. 

Although both men remain suspended, the scrutiny of immigration procedures that has resulted means that whistleblowing is back on the political agenda - and it does not have to be a dirty word. 

Organisations across the UK are realising it is better to encourage staff to tell them the bad news early rather than wait until the boat sinks, then ask why or who knew about the leak. 

Public Concern at Work (PCaW) was set up in 1993 to address whistleblowing in the UK and in 2001, established an office in Glasgow. We aim to help ensure a break with a workplace culture which fosters complacency or cover-ups. In promoting a safe alternative to silence, we want the whistleblower to speak without fear and for the employer to listen with intent. 

PCaW runs a free, confidential helpline for anyone concerned about wrongdoing at work, but who is unsure whether or how to raise it. The advice is aimed at helping them raise their concern so that the issue is addressed properly and to minimise the risk that they suffer at work for doing so. It is designed to help them understand the risks and opportunities they face. Importantly, since 1999, most workers in the UK are protected from victimisation or unfair dismissal if they raise a genuine concern responsibly - either with their employer, the appropriate regulator, or in particular circumstances, more widely to the media. 

In the last ten years, we have dealt with over 3,750 concerns dealing with a range of issues from financial malpractice, clinical negligence, health and safety, dangers to public safety, and ethical dilemmas. 

A carer in a private nursing home witnessed a senior nurse hitting and shouting at residents with dementia. The abuse had begun slowly and escalated over a year until the carer felt she had to report it. 

She was worried other staff might not corroborate her story and was unsure how the new manager would react. After seeking the advice of Public Concern at Work, she spoke to her deputy manager. Within hours, other staff corroborated the concern and raised others. The nurse was suspended and the police began an investigation which resulted in the nurse being convicted and jailed. 

We also work with employers to help them understand why it is in their interests to provide safe and acceptable routes for staff to raise concerns. 

Although many employers in England have implemented robust whistleblowing mechanisms, fewer organisations appear to be aware of how to make whistleblowing work for them in Scotland. Audit Scotland has done the most to try to promote whistleblowing in the public sector by designing pamphlets for all local authorities in Scotland - but whistleblowing is not just a public sector issue. 

There is a serious incentive to get it right; the cost of getting it wrong. The Public Interest Disclosure Act 1998 (PIDA) provides whistleblowers with a safe alternative to silence. PIDA protects workers who raise concerns about a wide range of malpractice. These include possible breaches of civil, criminal, regulatory or administrative law; miscarriages of justice; dangers to health, safety or the environment; or the cover-up of any of these. 

The act reinforces local accountability by providing the highest - and most readily available - protection for internal disclosures. For workers in government-appointed bodies, the same tests apply to disclosures to the sponsoring department or to a member of the Scottish Executive. PIDA also protects workers who raise a concern directly with a specified regulator such as the Health and Safety Executive or Audit Scotland. It is only when a worker makes a wider disclosure (eg to the media or MPs) that the tribunal must determine whether that was reasonable in all the circumstances. 

Although an effective and well- promoted whistleblowing policy can reduce the risk that wider, public disclosures will be protected, the fact is that where a concern is not properly dealt with, there is always a safe alternative to silence. 

Where a whistleblower is victimised or dismissed in breach of PIDA, they can bring a claim to an employment tribunal for compensation. Awards are uncapped and based on the losses suffered and the early cases have served as a wake-up call for employers throughout the UK. 

F was finance director for a subsidiary of a United States telecoms company. In 1997, when F told his contact in the US about suspect expenses claims made by his managing director, he was told to turn a blind eye. In late 1999, when the claims had exceeded £300,000, F raised his concerns with the US board. F immediately found himself under pressure to leave and when he refused, he was disciplined and dismissed. F brought a claim under PIDA. 

The MD remained in post until F won his claim for interim relief. At the full hearing, the tribunal found that the complaints against F were a "smokescreen" and he had been sacked for whistleblowing. As F was 58 and unable to secure similar work, he was compensated for his losses of £293,000. 

PIDA aims to promote a workplace culture where it is considered normal and acceptable to raise concerns about malpractice. Importantly, it signals a change in culture. 

In 2001, the then Health Secretary, Alan Milburn, told the House of Commons that Dr Stephen Bolsin should be praised for blowing the whistle on the baby-deaths scandal at the Bristol Royal Infirmary. 

In the US, Time magazine awarded its prestigious Person of the Year award at the end of 2002 to three female whistleblowers, including Sherron Watkins of Enron. 

Although some are still uncomfortable with the whistleblower label, callers to our helpline are increasingly recognising the value of what they are doing. US campaigners have referred to whistleblowing as "committing the truth" - should that be so hard? 

• Harry Templeton is the Scottish Director of PCaW. Its helpline can be contacted on 020 7404 6609 or at helpline@pcaw.co.uk. For more information on PCaW in Scotland, call 0141 883 6761 or go to www.pcaw.co.uk.
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