MINUTES OF THE CORE LIAISON GROUP MEETING – 11 APRIL 2005 

Present:
Pramila Kaur, SIFC

Vanessa Taylor, SIFC

Salah Beltagui, SIFC

Dianne Wolfson, SIFC

Ephraim Borowski, Scottish Council for Jewish Communities, Director

John Deighan, Catholic Church Parliamentary Officer

Jeremy Balfour, Evangelical Alliance

Alan Dixon, Salvation Army

Sister Isabel Smyth

Lesley Irving, Scottish Executive (Chair)

Fiona Campbell, Scottish Executive

Welcome and apologies
1. Members were welcomed to the meeting.  Apologies were received from Graham Blount.  Alan Dixon attended in his place.  Condolences on the death of the Pope were given to John Deighan.  The Pope’s involvement with other faiths was thought to be one of his lasting legacies.
Minutes of Previous Meeting
2. In paragraph 19, the final word should be “reassignment” rather than “recognition”.  No other changes were suggested and the minutes were agreed.

Matters Arising
3. Discussions were on-going over where the minutes of the meeting would be sited on the Executive website (paragraph 2).  It was hoped that this would be resolved by the next meeting.

4. There were still no decisions on the research programme for 2005-06 (paragraphs 5 and 26).  Further information was sought on the Home Office scoping study (para 26).  The Executive was not able to attend the last Inter-departmental Group on Faith but intends to attend subsequent meetings.  No up-to-date information was available but this would be passed on to the group once obtained.
5. The final SSI on Gender Recognition had been laid and it had been passed to members for information.

Humanist Marriage
6. Duncan Macniven, Registrar General attended the meeting to inform members about plans to recognise Humanist marriages.  Marriages within Scotland were conducted under the Marriage (Scotland) Act 1977.  This legislation followed from the 1969 Royal Commission.  However, the legislation was dated and was not up-to-speed with modern society and the European Convention of Human Rights.  Humanist Marriages have been conducted for a number of years but a second official ceremony was also required.  This was of some concern to Humanists.

7. Humanists had approached the Registrar General a few years ago and suggested that Section 12 of the legislation would allow humanist celebrants to solemnise the wedding as with any other religion.  The Registrar General can designate anyone to solemnise a wedding, however S12 related to religious weddings and Humanists were not a religious group.  The Registrar General gave an undertaking to review this decision at a later date.

8. However, ECHR now had implications.  Article 14 of ECHR states that individuals should not be discriminated against because of their religious belief or other belief system.  A case in the House of Lords clarified the position regard Article 14 and refusing to allow humanists to conduct ceremonies while allowing other religions to do so was likely to be a breach of this Article.
9. Developments in case law about Section 3 Of the Human Rights Act 1998 (which requires that legislation must be read, so far as possible, in a way which is compatible with the ECHR) made clear, however, that Section 12 of the 1977 Act could after all be used to bring Scotland into accordance with ECHR.  The Registrar General was shortly meeting with the Humanist Society and was going to suggest this remedy to them.  This would not affect religious marriages and the change would not mean that Humanists were conducting religious marriages.

10. Clarification was sought on how a Humanist would be defined.  The Registrar General had to sign authorisation under S12.  To obtain this a person would need to demonstrate that they were a member of genuine body and not just a friend of the couple wanting to be married.  The ceremony must be conducted in a dignified manner and there was also a need to ensure that the number of registered celebrants was proportionate to size of the community.  This would ensure that there were sufficient people to carry out ceremonies but not that everyone was a registered celebrant.

11. Members asked about the number of humanist marriages being conducted.  No information was available on this but the Registrar General undertook to feed this back to the group.  He later provided figures: around 100 each year.
12. Members were generally supportive of the proposals.  Humanists were now shown to have a belief system that had not previously been recognised.  However, there was a need to ensure that the marriage was a dignified procedure.  There was no concern about where the event took place but there was need to ensure that participants respected the dignity and importance of the occasion.  This point would be made strongly to the Humanists when the Registrar-General met with them.
13. The issue of Paganist marriages was also raised, particularly whether a person had to be a member of the Pagan Federation or whether they could just declare to be Pagan.  Any person seeking designation needed to show that they were of good standing in their community.

14. There was a question on how this would affect England and Wales; there could be a knock on effect.  The Registrar General had made his counterparts aware of the changes being made.  There was some concern that commercial firms may register as celebrants for humanist marriages to enable them to offer a full wedding package.  On the other hand, commercial firms could already use retired Ministers to conduct ceremonies.

15. Section 12 contained provision for a person to be temporarily designated as registrars.  A question was raised about how temporary this was.  Section 12 can cover a single marriage or be for a time limited period.

16. Provision to prevent bogus or forced marriages was questioned.  Registrars are aware of this issue and are on the lookout for it.

17. A question was asked on whether a person having undergone gender re-assignment was able to marry.  This depended on the circumstances of the person.  If the person was not married then they were able to marry someone of the opposite sex.  If the person was already married, they would need to divorce their existing partner and could then either re-marry a person of the opposite sex or register as a same-sex partnership.

18. The Registrar General was thanked for his attendance.  He was happy to respond to any other queries from members outside the meeting.  His address is: Duncan Macniven, Registrar General, General Register Office for Scotland, Ladywell House, Ladywell Road, Edinburgh, EH12 7TF.  Other contact details are telephone 0131 314 4435 and e-mail duncan.macniven@gro-scotland.gsi.gov.uk.
Non-legislative Aspects of Family Law
19. Joyce Lugton and Alison Mason from the Scottish Executive’s Justice Department attended to speak on this issue.  The Family Law Bill was introduced early in 2005.  Prior to introduction a series of consultations had been undertaken which identified a range of issues which the Executive wanted to pursue outside of the legislation.  These were :
· Production of guidance to assist parents at the time of separation.  This would cover issues which needed to be considered and organisations that provided assistance. This guidance was intended to help make the break-up as amicable as possible in relation to any children.  An independent person had been commissioned to write this.
· Response to concerns from grandparents.  There had been suggestions that grandparents should be given contact.  The Executive did not want to specify this but recognised that grandparents had a valuable role.  There was an intention to develop a grandparents charter which would set out where grandparents could provide assistance and advice for grandparents on how they may be treated for example by the courts
· Encourage existing support bodies to act in a more joined up manner

· Development of an information strategy for families breaking up, for example how to reach them, what information was required and how it could be publicised.

20. The issue of grandparents representing contacts for religion was raised and a question was asked about whether this would be included in the charter.  The issue hadn’t arisen in previous discussion but work was still at an early stage.  It was being taken forward by a steering group which was primarily made up from people from the voluntary sector and lobby groups.  The steering group would be made aware of this issue.  It was hoped that a draft would be available by September and this would be widely consulted on. It was also suggested that it may be useful to have guidance which would encourage parents to involve grandparents in passing on faiths.
21. A suggestion for another issue was raised.  This related to the provision of support and guidance for unmarried parents who wish to get married.  This was available in the US for example.  While the Executive recognised that children from a married background prospered better than those from unmarried backgrounds it did not want to make a judgement on individuals’ personal decisions on whether they married or not.

22. Many faith communities offer pre and post-marriage guidance.  The availability of Executive funding for this was raised.  Executive support is provided to four main national groups – Couple Counselling Scotland, Scottish Marriage Care, Family Mediation Scotland and Stepfamilies Scotland.   It was unlikely that this would be extended to faith groups as it was for the groups themselves to chose whether to offer these services.

23. A question was raised on whether the guidance being developed would include contacts for faith communities, or a statement on the role faith communities can play.  This hadn’t been thought about but consideration would be given to this.  However, there was a need to ensure that the guidance was an appropriate length.
AOB
24. Due to the time, members agreed to postpone the two remaining items on the agenda until the next time.  Members were also asked to advise the Secretariat of any further agenda items for the next meeting by the end of April.

25. The membership of the group was raised.  Gordon Macdonald had attended a previous meeting of the group and it was asked whether he could be made a permanent member.  CARE has a wider role then the Evangelical Alliance and could add another viewpoint. There were only three Christian church group representatives yet Christianity was the majority religion on Scotland.  The number of members from SIFC was also raised.
26. After some discussion it was agreed that the basic composition of the group would not be changed until it had been operating for a year and then a review would be conducted.

27. The Executive had provided financial support for the Edinburgh Festival of Middle Eastern Spirituality.  An event had been arranged for school children of Middle Eastern background of all faiths yet no Jewish community children had been invited.  It was suggested that there was a need for the Executive to check the inclusivity of events before providing support.

28. A number of consultations on similar issues had been conducted by the Executive last year.  The reports on these were published at the same time and one member of the group found that their response had been misrepresented in one report.  Due to the number of faith communities responding the group concerned could easily be identified.  The member had complained to the Executive and had received a sympathetic response but the need for other communities to check that their views had properly been represented was identified.

Dates of next meeting
29. The next meetings would take place on:

· 6 June, 10am, Edinburgh

· 30 August, 10am, Glasgow.
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