Civil partnerships consultation response pro-forma


PROFORMA FOR CIVIL PARTNERSHIPS CONSULTATION RESPONSES
The consultation closes on 23 June 2011. Please let us have your response by that date. 

When responding, it would be helpful if you could provide the following information.

Please fill in your name and address, or that of your organisation if relevant. You may withhold this information if you wish, but we will be unable to add your details to our database for future consultation exercises.

Contact details:

Please supply details of who has completed this response.

	Response completed by (name):
	Graham Sparkes


	Position in organisation (if appropriate):
	Head of Faith and Unity


	Name of organisation (if appropriate):
	Baptist Union of Great Britain


	Address:
	Baptist House
129 Broadway

Didcot
Oxfordshire OX11 8RT



	Contact phone number:
	01235 517728


	Contact e-mail address:
	gsparkes@baptist.org.uk


	Date:
	20 June 2011


Confidentiality

Under the Code of Practice on Open Government, any response will be made available to the public on request, unless respondents indicate that they wish their views to remain confidential. If you wish your response to remain confidential, please tick this box and say why. If we receive a request for disclosure of the information we will take full account of your explanation, but we cannot give an assurance that confidentiality can be maintained in all circumstances. An automatic confidentiality disclaimer generated by your IT system will not, of itself, be regarded as binding on the Department.
I would like my response to remain confidential (please tick if appropriate):
	 FORMCHECKBOX 



Please say why

	


You or your organisation
Q(i) 
In what capacity are you responding?

As an individual (if so, please go to Q1 in the main comments section) 

	


On behalf of an organisation (if so, please go to Q(ii) below)

	Yes


Other (please specify) 

	 FORMTEXT 

     


Q(ii)
Is your organisation

(please tick the boxes that apply to your organisation)

	Yes


A faith group or a religion or belief organisation 



	 FORMCHECKBOX 



An lesbian, gay and bisexual (LGB) group or body




	 FORMCHECKBOX 



An equality group or body
	 FORMCHECKBOX 



A local authority or local authority organisation
	 FORMCHECKBOX 



An owner or manager of premises approved for civil partnership registrations

	 FORMCHECKBOX 



A professional, trade union or staff association 

	 FORMCHECKBOX 



A legal organisation
	 FORMCHECKBOX 



An statutory body
	 FORMTEXT 

     


Other – please specify

Note:

In addition to the completed proforma, you can also send other supporting information if you so wish.

Completed forms should be e-mailed to the following address:-

civilpartnerships@geo.gsi.gov.uk

If you are posting the form please send to:-

Civil Partnerships Consultation Responses

Government Equalities Office

Discrimination Law Team
1st Floor Fry-North West Quarter
2 Marsham Street

London SW1P 4DF
Thank you for completing this response form.

Summary Comments
The Baptist Union of Great Britain is one of the largest historic Free Church denominations in Great Britain, with a membership of about 2,000 churches and 140,000 people. We welcome the opportunity to respond to this consultation regarding the registration of civil partnerships on religious premises.

As Baptists we have a fundamental commitment to religious freedom. We therefore give a general welcome to the proposals contained in this consultation document for two reasons:

a) The proposals give freedom to faith groups to register civil partnerships on religious premises if they wish to do so. We are aware that certain religious traditions do want to be able to carry out such ceremonies, and we believe they should have the right to do so.

b) The proposals give freedom to faith groups to refuse to register civil partnerships on their premises if they so wish. This freedom to withhold consent without fear of legal action is just as important, and one we believe should be consistently upheld.

The governance of churches in membership with the Baptist Union of Great Britain rests with each local congregation. Members of the church will meet together to make decisions, including the appointment of trustees. It will therefore be for each local congregation to decide if it wishes to register civil partnerships. We anticipate that only a minority will want to do so. 

In responding to the questions in the consultation document, we have in mind not only our own Baptist constituency (most of whom, as has been indicated, are unlikely to take advantage of this proposed amendment to the law), but also those faith groups that will want to register civil partnerships. We therefore propose that the principle of equality should be upheld, with the application process for religious buildings, the conditions expected, and the nature of the ceremony all reflecting that already in place for the registration of marriages.
We also draw attention to the fact that there exist many Local Ecumenical Partnerships that bring together in one place churches of different traditions. The process for approving premises for registering civil partnerships will need to take account of this complexity.

If further information or clarity regarding our responses is needed, we ask the Government Equalities Office to be in touch.

	Question 1:  Do you have any comments on our proposals for requiring faith groups’ consent for an application to a local authority for a religious premises to be used for the registration of civil partnerships?  



Please place a cross in the appropriate box

	Yes
	x
	No
	
	
	


Comments
We would give general support to the proposals. In particular, we support the emphasis on faith groups needing to make application in order to register religious premises, and the recognition that decision making structures within faith communities vary considerably. 
It must be recognised that it will be very difficult for local authorities to understand the complex and varied nature of governance within faith communities. We anticipate that careful help and guidance will be needed. As indicated in the general comments we have made, the decision as to whether a church in membership with the Baptist Union of Great Britain wishes to register civil partnerships rests with the local congregation and trustees. 
At 3.3 the proposals indicate that ‘A period is allowed for public inspection of, and objections to the local authority to, each application.’ It is unclear why this should be so. Is it not for the local authority to determine whether or not an application has been appropriately submitted?

	Question 2:   Do you have any comments on the three ways in which decisions can be taken about allowing civil partnerships to be registered on religious premises?  Do they cover the circumstances of all faith groups?  





Do you have any comments on the three ways in which decisions can be taken about allowing civil partnerships to be registered on religious premises?
Please place a cross in the appropriate box

	Yes
	
	No
	x
	
	


Comments
Do they cover the circumstances of all faith groups?  
Please place a cross in the appropriate box

	Yes
	
	No
	
	Unsure
	x



Please explain why 
The process of making decisions within faith communities will often be more nuanced that the three alternatives suggest. For example, agreement in principle by a central body may still need approval by the particular faith group meeting locally.
For churches, the situation is further complicated by the fact that in many places congregations of different traditions have joined together to form Local Ecumenical Partnerships. This means they may share premises and share worship together, even though they will have different governance structures. In such circumstances, it is unclear where the decision will rest.

We would anticipate that the denominations themselves will be able to resolve such questions, but it will not be as straightforward as the proposals might suggest. 

With regard to the Baptist Union of Great Britain, any decision to apply to register civil partnerships will need to be made by the local trustees of a particular worshipping congregation, and this would normally be with the consent of the Church Meeting. 

Question 3: Would your faith group want to have a specified body or person to take the decision whether or not to consent to civil partnership registrations on its premises?  If so, what or who would this body or person be?  

Would your faith group want to have a specified body or person to take the decision whether or not to consent to civil partnership registrations on its premises?  

Please place a cross in the appropriate box

	Yes
	
	No
	x
	Not sure
	


Please explain why
There will be no specified central decision making body to take a decision on consent for the Baptist Union of Great Britain. It will be the responsibility of each local Church Meeting and Trustees to decide.

Who would this body or person be?

Please give details

Question 4: Do you have any comments on our proposals for ensuring that faith groups’ consent is demonstrated in an application to the local authority for a religious premises to be approved as a place where civil partnerships may be registered?  

Please place a cross in the appropriate box

	Yes
	x
	No
	
	
	


Comments 
As indicated in response to question 1, the provision for public consultation appears to us to be problematic. Clearly local authorities need to be assured that the proper consents to making application have been secured, but allowing public objections to be made that must then be properly considered leaves faith groups open to external interference in ways that we consider inappropriate. 
Question 5: Do you agree that, taken together, the arrangements we propose will prevent religious premises being approved as places where civil partnerships may be registered if the faith group concerned has not consented to it?

Please place a cross in the appropriate box

	Agree
	
	Disagree
	
	Not sure
	x


Please explain why 
See the comments in response to question 2 regarding Local Ecumenical Partnerships. 

Question 6: Do you have any comments on our proposals for enabling faith groups who had given consent to reverse that decision?
Please place a cross in the appropriate box

	Yes
	
	No
	X
	
	


Comments
Question 7: Do the arrangements proposed above cover all the premises which meet the definition of religious premises in the Civil Partnership Act 2004?  If not, what types of religious premises are excluded? 

Do the arrangements proposed above cover all the premises which meet the definition of religious premises in the Civil Partnership Act 2004?
Please place a cross in the appropriate box

	Yes
	x
	No
	
	Not sure
	


Comments

If not, what types of religious premises are excluded?

Please give details 
Question 8: Do you have any other comments on our proposals for identifying religious premises that may be approved for hosting the registration of civil partnerships?  

Please place a cross in the appropriate box

	Yes
	
	No
	x
	
	


Comments
Question 9: Do you agree with our proposals for enabling faith groups to decide who should be able to register civil partnerships of their premises?  Do you believe further safeguards might be needed?  If so, what might these be?

Do you agree with our proposals for enabling faith groups to decide who should be able to register civil partnerships of their premises?  

Please place a cross in the appropriate box

	Agree
	x
	Disagree
	
	Not sure
	


Please explain why
We believe the commitment to religious freedom expressed in the proposals is of fundamental importance. No faith group should be obliged to register civil partnerships on their premises. Further, they must be free to decide who to register. 

Any registration will almost certainly take place within the context of an act of worship, and faith communities will want to be assured that those participating have a commitment to, and understanding of, the significance of such worship. Thus, the freedom to refuse to register must be clearly protected, as it is already for marriages. 
Do you believe further safeguards might be needed?
Please place a cross in the appropriate box

	Yes
	
	No
	x
	Not sure
	


Comments

Equality Act 2010 Section 202 (4) is a key provision. 
If so, what might these be?

Please give details 
Question 10: Do you agree that religious premises should be open to the public while a civil partnership is registered?
Please place a cross in the appropriate box

	Agree
	x
	Disagree
	
	Not sure
	


Comments
This is a requirement for marriage ceremonies and should be the same for civil partnerships.

Question 11: Do you agree that religious premises should be subject to the same conditions that apply to secular approved premises about the layout of the building and the use of the room in which the civil partnership is registered before the registration takes place? 

Please place a cross in the appropriate box

	Agree
	
	Disagree
	
	Not sure
	x


Comments 
We do not envisage this to be a problem. However, given the context is one of seeking greater equality, the fact that different conditions will then be imposed on buildings used for the registration of civil partnerships as opposed to those used for registering marriage is surely an unwelcome anomaly. 

Question 12: Might the requirements cause difficulties for particular faith groups who wish to opt in to the measure?  How might these be resolved? 

Might the requirements cause difficulties for particular faith groups who wish to opt in to the measure?  
Please place a cross in the appropriate box

	Yes
	x
	No
	
	Not sure
	


Comments
The proposal at 3.22 that ‘no food or drink may be consumed in the room in which the proceedings take place for one hour prior to or during those proceedings 2’ could prove problematic for some faith communities. It is possible that Holy Communion may form part of any service and be interpreted as contravening this regulation.
How might these be resolved?
Please give details
We would propose that the conditions on the use of premises should be the same as those for marriages.
Question 13: Do you agree that religious premises should be able to keep their religious symbols, decorations and objects in place while civil partnerships are registered?  
Please place a cross in the appropriate box

	Agree

	x
	Disagree
	


Please explain why  
As the proposals indicate, it would be impractical to remove many such symbols as they are integral to the structure of religious premises. Further, the fundamental reason for allowing registration on religious premises would be lost. Those involved in such an occasion would have chosen to be there precisely because they wish a faith commitment to be part of the ceremony that takes place.

Question 14: Do you agree with our proposals for arrangements for religious services following civil partnership registrations?  

Please place a cross in the appropriate box

	Agree


	
	Disagree
	x


Comments
Whilst we understand that Section 202 of the Act does not remove the prohibition on an act of worship during registration of a civil partnership, the maintenance of such a rigid ban as is suggested in the proposals appears to us strange and contradictory. The reason for allowing religious premises to be used for registering civil partnerships is to enable a faith commitment to be reflected in the ceremony that takes place. Thus, while it may be appropriate to keep the actual act of registration free from any religious content, the strict lines of delineation suggested appear to us to be at odds with the general intentions behind these proposals. 
We see no reason why the regulations should not show greater flexibility, allowing worship to be the overall context instead of a separate act following after registration.

Question 15: Do you agree with our proposals for the process for applying for a religious premises to be approved for civil partnership registrations?  

Please place a cross in the appropriate box

	Agree
	
	Disagree
	
	Not sure
	x


Comments 
The proposals are acceptable. However, as already indicated in our response to question 11, it would appear more sensible to place similar conditions on the appropriateness of the premises as are required for the registration of marriages, and thus the approval processes mentioned in 3.27 would not be the same as for secular buildings. 
Question 16:  What fee might need to be charged to enable local authorities to cover their costs?  

Please give details
We would propose that the fee should be similar to that charged for the registration of marriages.
Question 17: Do you agree that the local authority should be able to revoke the approval of a religious premises that ceased to meet the conditions on which it was granted? 

Please place a cross in the appropriate box

	Agree
	x
	Disagree
	


Comments
Question 18:   Do you have any comments on the proposals for keeping records of the location of religious approved premises? 

Please place a cross in the appropriate box

	Yes
	
	No
	x



Comments
Question 19:   Do you have any comments on the proposals for training and guidance?

Please place a cross in the appropriate box

	Yes
	x
	No
	


Comments
We refer to the answer given to question 14. We hope that the training and guidance would include: a) Improving religious literacy in ways that enable the life and practices of faith communities to be better understood. b) Shaping a more flexible approach to ceremonies that allows them to reflect the fact that they are taking place within the context of a faith commitment. 

Question 20: Are there other administrative issues for which special arrangements may be required for religious premises?  What might these arrangements be?
 
Are there other administrative issues for which special arrangements may be required for religious premises?  
Please place a cross in the appropriate box

	Yes
	
	No
	x
	Not sure
	


Comments

What might these arrangements be?
Please give details

Question 21: Do you have any other points or issues you wish to raise about enabling civil partnerships to be registered on the premises of faith groups who permit this?

Please place a cross in the appropriate box

	Yes
	x
	No
	


Comments
It is not clear from the comments in 3.34 whether a minister designated as a registrar for civil partnerships would be expected to officiate at places other than the particular place of worship to which they are attached. 

The Civil Partnerships Regulations 2005 state that approval of approved premises is for three years only and then has to be renewed (section 7, paragraph 1). As the intention in the proposals is to treat religious premises in the same way as secular ones, we assume this will also apply. However, we would refer to our answer to question 11 and propose that a registered religious building remains so unless it ceases to be a place of worship.

Question  22: Does this approach sufficiently protect faith groups and ministers of religion, or is additional protection needed?
 
Please place a cross in the appropriate box

	Yes
	
	No
	
	Not sure
	x


Comments
This is a matter of major concern to faith communities, and it is vital that every protection is offered to those faith groups and ministers who do not want to register civil partnerships. There must be no possibility of legal action against someone who refuses to participate in such ceremonies.

The proposals are very clear on this matter. However, the Impact Assessment Annex 3 does note the small risk of legal action (p78). We would want government to do everything possible to eliminate such risks.

Question 23: Can you provide any evidence of the number of individuals in England and Wales who might wish to register their civil partnership on religious premises each year?
Please place a cross in the appropriate box

	Yes
	
	No
	x



Evidence

Question 24: Can you suggest whether or not specific religious premises, congregations or dominations will seek to make use of this provision?  If you are responding on behalf of a faith group, is your faith group likely to allow civil partnerships to be registered on its premises? 

Can you suggest whether or not specific religious premises, congregations or denominations will seek to make use of this provision
Please place a cross in the appropriate box

	Yes
	
	No
	x



Please give details

If you are responding on behalf of a faith group, is your faith group likely to allow civil partnerships to be registered on its premises?
Please place a cross in the appropriate box

	Yes
	
	No
	x



Please give details of your faith group
As already indicated, the churches in membership with the Baptist Union of Great Britain will decide individually how they respond to any new regulations allowing registration of civil partnerships on religious premises. This will be for members and trustees to determine. However, we would anticipate that only a small minority would choose to allow such registration. 

Question 25: Can you provide any additional evidence of the possible costs religious premises will incur when hosting a civil partnership, in addition to those discussed in the impact assessment? 

Please place a cross in the appropriate box

	Yes
	
	No
	x



Evidence

Question 26: Can you provide any further data or examples of costs and benefits which have not already been included in the Impact Assessment? Do you have any comments on the assumptions, approach or estimates we have used?   


Can you provide any further data or examples of costs and benefits which have not already been included in the Impact Assessment?
Please place a cross in the appropriate box

	Yes
	
	No
	x



Please give details

Do you have any comments on the assumptions, approach or estimates we have used?   
Please place a cross in the appropriate box

	Yes
	
	No
	x



Comments

Question 27: Can you provide any further information or views to help us calculate the economic benefits of this measure? 

Please place a cross in the appropriate box

	Yes


	
	No
	x


Please give details
Question 28: Does the equality impact assessment properly assess the implications for people with each of the protected characteristics? If not, please explain why.

Please place a cross in the appropriate box

	Yes


	x
	No
	


Please explain why – 
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