
Minutes of the meeting of the Core Liaison Group on 07 November 2005
Present:

John Deighan, Parliamentary Officer RC Church

Dr Graham Blount, Parliamentary Officer Scottish Churches 

Ephraim Borowski, Director, Scottish Council of Jewish Communities

Dr Salah Beltagui, Scottish Inter Faith Council

Dianne Wolfson, Scottish Inter Faith Council

Vanessa Taylor, Equalities Officer, Scottish Inter Faith Council

Pramila Kaur, CEO, Scottish Inter Faith Council

Joyce McVarrie, Equality Unit

Fiona Campbell, Equality Unit

Lesley Irving, Equality Unit

Apologies:

Jeremy Balfour, Parliamentary Officer Evangelical Alliance

Welcome
1. Members were welcomed to the meeting.  Lesley Ward from Criminal Justice was thanked for attending to discuss the Executive’s consultation on “Possession of Extreme Pornography”.  John Deighan was also thanked for hosting the meeting.
Minutes of Previous Meeting
2. A member had sought information on whether the Executive held a definitive statement on Catholic faith schools and this had not been recorded and no feedback was given.  Officials undertook to report back on this at the next meeting.  The minutes of the last meeting were agreed as an accurate record, subject to this addition.  
Matters Arising
3. A member asked about the involvement of external stakeholders in developing the “Faith” section of the Action Plan on Tackling Sectarianism.    There had been one follow up meeting with external stakeholders to exchange ideas and share information on what measures were being undertaken to combat sectarianism.  The member had understood that this group would meet again to develop the action plan.  This was not officials’ understandings as the Action Plan set out the Executive’s work and commitments and was not intended to be drawn up through consultation.  However, this would be looked into and an update would be provided at the next meeting.
Discussion on consultation on Possession of Extreme Pornographic Material
4. Lesley Ward from the Scottish Executive’s Criminal Justice Division, attended to discuss the consultation on possession of extreme pornographic material.  The sale and distribution of pornographic material was already heavily regulated under the Civic Government (Scotland) Act 1982 and the British Board of Film Classification R18.  The group was advised that there was no statutory definition of “obscene material” but it was considered to be that which would deprave or corrupt and that it was currently illegal to sell, distribute or publish this material.  However, existing laws were unable to control access to extreme pornography via the internet.  
5. There were four proposed options contained within the consultation document.  These were:

(a) Adding a general offence of possession of “obscene” material to the Civic Government (Scotland) Act 1982

(b) Adding a possession offence limited to the category of material set out but under the umbrella of the Civic Government (Scotland) Act 1982
(c) A new free standing offence in respect of the category of material set out

(d) Do nothing
6. Some members expressed concerns that a new offence could inadvertently impact on those who may access such materials for research or official purposes.  It was suggested that measures could be put in place to protect against prosecution in such cases 
7. The group were informed that if there was reasonable justification to view such materials then there may be no criminal offence.  Concerns were also expressed on managing the impact of viewing such material on those who had to view it for professional purposes with fears that it may deprave.   Further research will be undertaken to see if the viewing of such material has this impact.  The group were informed that researchers are working with sex offenders to determine the influence of pornography on their actions, and specific reference was made to a murder case.

8. There was still to be agreement on where an objective bar on extreme sexual violence should be set.  It was suggested that the level of violence should be such that in normal circumstances a person would be charged with serious assault with intent to cause severe injury.  
9. Concerns were expressed about how this may sit with European Directives and the Human Rights Act and the possibility of this putting organisations or authorities in a position where they may be open to a legal charge of impinging on someone’s rights.  However, this new offence was for the possession of such material and was unlikely to be challenged.

10. A discussion took place about the spamming of soft porn e-mails and the possibility of defining possession in such a way that individuals who received such e-mails were not left open to prosecution.  The consultation document did state that it was not intending to target individuals who inadvertently possessed the material and was intended to target those who repeatedly accessed and stored such material.  It was possible to track the time between accessing and deleting sites and this could help demonstrate whether access was deliberate or not.
11. It was also suggested that there may be a role for internet service providers (ISPs).  ISPs could take action to prevent access to sites.
12. Members asked how individuals would be made aware of the new offence.  More consideration would need to be given to this, particularly for people from minority ethnic backgrounds who may not have English as a first language. 
13. The points made by the Group were noted and members were invited to respond formally to the consultation which would close on 2 December 2005.
Any other business
Consultation Papers
14. The issues of obtaining multiple copies of Other Government Departments’ documents was again raised along with the difficulty often experienced by members of finding information on their websites.  The Home Office site was considered to be particularly complicated and once information was found, relevant officials were often unaware of the impact of measures on Scotland.  The Home Office were currently carrying out a range of work with faith communities and it was suggested that it would be helpful if an official could attend a meeting to discuss this work.  Officials agreed that this would be helpful and undertook to arrange this.
Burden of Disclosure

15. The group relayed concerns over the number and cost of disclosure checks required for their members when dealing with different organisations, and the inconsistency of interpretation of regulations by local authorities.  Some local authorities allow for the use of a single certificate of Disclosure which can be used repeatedly, others insist that separate certificates are required for each post  Concern was also expressed over the delay that can arise in the granting of such certificates, often up to ten or twelve weeks.

16. These issues were also being discussed by the Scottish Churches Committee and it was suggested that it may be appropriate for the groups to meet jointly with officials.  This would be raised with the SCC and a response provided to the Equality Unit.  Members were also asked to notify the Equality Unit of other concerns relating to disclosure checks in order that advice could be sought on these prior to any meeting.
Preventing Extremism Together

17. The Home Office had provided an update on the work it was conducting post 7/7 and this was issued to the Group for information.  Concerns were expressed that actions were centred round the Muslim community when the attacks had impacted on other faith communities.  Concerns were also expressed at the choice of people representing the Muslim community on the groups set up by the Home Office in that Scotland, Wales and Ireland; women and young people, were not represented on the groups.  Scottish Executive officials were aware of concerns over the concentration of work on Muslim communities and assured the group that the Executive’s work included all faith communities.  Meetings with young people from all communities were being organised and the Executive had also participated in dialogue with Muslim women.  The Executive would continue to liaise with the Home Office on this issue.
18. Members raised the proposal by the Home Office to merge its Working Together Group with the Office of the Deputy Prime Minister’s Inner City Religious Council.  The Executive was aware of this proposal but understood that it was only receiving initial consideration by both Departments and was not yet for wider discussion.
19. A member had received the paper through another group and was aware it was only subject to informal discussion at this stage.  The member understood that there was an intention to have Scottish representatives on whatever new group was formed.  Scottish Executive officials were attending a meeting with representatives from other government departments and the Home Office and would feed in members’ wishes for Scottish faith groups to be represented on the new group.
Religious Hatred
20. The Group were advised that the Religious Hatred Bill had been subject to a number of amendments at House of Lords committee which fundamentally changed the structure and content of the Bill and further amendments were likely to be tabled.  However, there were no plans to change the situation in Scotland.

Dates of future meetings
21. The following dates have been agreed, venues to be confirmed.

· 17 January 2006 at 10:00 in Edinburgh

· 7  March 2006 at 10:00 in Glasgow
Equality Unit

November 2005

