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Your Scotland, Your Referendum 

Response from the Scottish Council of Jewish Communities 

The Scottish Council of Jewish Communities welcomes this opportunity to contribute to the 
consultation “Your Scotland, Your Referendum”. We have confined our comments to a single 
proposal that impacts on the Jewish community in Scotland. 

Q6. What are your views on the idea that the referendum could be held on a Saturday? 

The Scottish Council of Jewish Communities supports the Scottish Government's intention to “ensure 
equality of opportunity for people in having their say on the constitutional future of Scotland.” (2.16). 
Therefore, whilst we agree that it is desirable to “increase the number of people who register and use 
their votes” (2.9), we emphasise that changes to existing electoral procedures must not be such as to 
disadvantage any particular group in society. Were this, indeed, to be the case, it would send an 
unfortunately strong negative message about the place of minorities in any future independent 
Scotland. 

A Saturday ballot would disadvantage Jewish voters, since those who observe Shabbat (the Jewish 
Sabbath) would not be able to vote on the day of the referendum, and this would also be the case for 
members of other faith communities that observe Saturday as their Sabbath. The availability of 
alternative methods of voting, essential as they are in order not to disenfranchise sections of the 
community who happen to be away from home, have unavoidable commitments, or are unable to 
travel to a polling station due either to lack of transport or physical infirmity, does not provide an 
entirely satisfactory solution.  

Proxy voting would not be available to Shabbat-observant Jewish people, since Jewish religious law 
does not permit asking someone else to carry out a forbidden activity on one’s behalf on Shabbat, 
and by its nature proxy voting requires a very specific instruction. Postal voting, although permissible, 
is not without drawbacks, since it requires a voter to decide how to cast his or her vote well before the 
end of the campaign. Equality of opportunity requires that no-one should be compelled to vote by 
post on account of his or her religion, which would be the case if the referendum were to be held on a 
Saturday.  

Jewish staff who would normally be employed in referendum-related roles may also be 
disadvantaged by a Saturday referendum since they may come under pressure to work on that day, 
and be forced into the unacceptable position of having to justify their religious observance to their 
employer. Furthermore, applicants for temporary employment in referendum-related roles may be 
rejected on the grounds that it is essential for staff to work on the day of the referendum. Although it 
appears to us that this may not breach the Employment Equality (Religion or Belief) Regulations, 
since it could be argued that the requirement to employ staff who are available to work on 
referendum day is a "proportionate means of achieving a legitimate aim", this should not be viewed 
as a justification. On the contrary, it is unacceptable to legislate so as to create an occasion for 
indirect discrimination against any particular group of potential employees. 

We therefore urge that the referendum should not be held on a Saturday, or at least not only on a 
Saturday, and also not on any religious festival that would similarly prevent full participation by any 
faith community. A calendar of Jewish festivals for the next five years is available from the resources 
page of our website at http://www.scojec.org/resources/resources.html.   
---------------------------------------- 
 

Note: The Scottish Council of Jewish Communities (SCoJeC) is the representative body of all the Jewish 
communities in Scotland comprising Glasgow, Edinburgh, Aberdeen, and Dundee as well as the more 
loosely linked groups of the Jewish Network of Argyll and the Highlands, and of students studying in 
Scottish Universities and Colleges. SCoJeC is Scottish Charitable Incorporated Organisation SC029438, 
and its aims are to advance public understanding about the Jewish religion, culture and community.  It 
works with others to promote good relations and understanding among community groups and to promote 
equality, and represents the Jewish community in Scotland to government and other statutory and official 
bodies on matters affecting the Jewish community. 
In preparing this response we have consulted widely among members of the Scottish Jewish community. 
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