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Equality and Human Rights Commission call for evidence on  

religion or belief in the workplace 

Response from the Scottish Council of Jewish Communities 

 
Click here to read the call for evidence. 

Section 1: About your organisation  

1. Which of the following best describes the sector that your organisation is in?  

Private sector  
Public sector  

       √  Charity / voluntary sector  
Other (please specify)  
Prefer not to say  

 
2. Are you responding on behalf of your organisation or as an individual?  

       √  On behalf of my organisation  
As an individual  

 
3.  Do you work for an organisation which practices, advances or teaches a 

religion or belief?  

       √  Yes  
No  
Not sure  
Prefer not to say 

 
3a. If yes, please state which religion or belief and which particular religious 

denomination if relevant.  

Judaism                                                                                                              
 

3b. If no, please state if your organisation primarily represents another group 
protected in law. These groups are:  

Age  
Disability  
Gender reassignment  
Marriage and civil partnership  
Pregnancy and Maternity  

       √  Race  
Sex  
Sexual orientation  
None of these  

http://www.equalityhumanrights.com/about-us/our-work/key-projects/religion-or-belief-tell-us-about-your-experiences
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4. Which countries does you organisation cover?  

       √  Scotland  
England  
Wales  
More than one country (please specify)  
Other (please specify)  

 

Section 2: Your organisation’s concerns about the protection of people with a 
religion or belief or without a religion or belief.  

We would like to hear about the issues that are of most interest or of greatest 
concern to your organisation in relation to the protection of people with a 
religion or belief or without a religion or belief in England, Scotland and Wales.  
 

5. From the following list, please indicate the issues which your organisation is 
particularly interested in or concerned about (please tick as many as you wish).  

       √  Time off work for religion or belief reasons  
       √  Dress codes and wearing of religious symbols  

Opting-out of work duties or conscientious objection  
       √  Freedom of expression  
       √  Restrictions on, or refusal of, a service  
       √  Offering of an inappropriate service  
       √  Harassment on grounds of religion or belief  
       √  Victimisation on grounds of religion or belief  
       √  A hostile or unwelcoming environment  

Definition of ‘belief’  
       √  Procurement or funding issues  

Exemptions from equality law  
Other issue(s) (please specify)  

 
6. From the list above, which THREE issues is your organisation most interested 

in or concerned about?  

       √  Time off work for religion or belief reasons  

       √  Dress codes and wearing of religious symbols  

Opting-out of work duties or conscientious objection  

Freedom of expression  

Restrictions on, or refusal of, a service  

Offering of an inappropriate service  

       √  Harassment on grounds of religion or belief  

       √  Victimisation on grounds of religion or belief  

       √  A hostile or unwelcoming environment  

Definition of ‘belief’  

       √  Procurement or funding issues  

Exemptions from equality law  
 

7. Please give more details about why your organisation is particularly interested 
or concerned about the issues you have highlighted in Q6.  
(For example, if you have highlighted time off work for religion or belief 
reasons, please indicate whether this relates to time off work for religious 
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holidays or for one-off events, such as the hajj, or to time off work on Sundays 
on a regular basis)  

Harassment, Victimisation and A hostile or unwelcoming environment encompass all 
the issues below – so we haven’t highlighted them as amongst the top 3 but they are 
the overarching issues. 

General harassment and victimisation not covered by the points below, reported to 
us particularly includes school pupils and university students being singled out and 
made to explain issues related to Judaism, including a primary child accused by 
another of 'killing Jesus' and when the parents raised the matter with the headteacher 
she said “well you did, didn't you?”  See our Being Jewish in Scotland report at 
http://www.scojec.org/news/2012/12vii_bjis/bjis.html for more examples 
  
1. Time off work - and in education: We are contacted by people in employment 
who have difficulty getting time off for Jewish religious festivals and finishing early on 
Friday for the commencement of Shabbat and by school, college and university 
students where classes and more specifically exams fall on festivals or Shabbat. The 
response from employers and educational establishments is mixed – and even those 
who are in any way understanding may only agree to one or a max of three days off, 
which discriminates against more observant members of the community. This is 
particularly an issue for teachers who have fixed holidays. In other professions the 
issue, especially in relation to finishing early for Shabbat, has been partly dealt with 
by introduction of ‘family friendly’ working arrangements, where people can swap 
days/work additional hours. However comments like 'why can't you manage your time 
better?' from a senior member of staff when someone asked  to be excused from a 
Fri meeting which overran by an hour, continue to show a lack of understanding and 
make staff feel uncomfortable.   

In universities and colleges there has traditionally been an arrangement whereby 
students can be ‘quarantined’ with the Jewish student Chaplain during exams that fall 
on Festivals and Shabbat and allowed to sit the exam another day. However 
departments often don’t know about this or put obstacles in the way and students are 
reluctant to make draw attention to themselves or risk this affecting their grades. New 
computerised attendance systems complicate this further and students have 
complained they are forced to record themselves as absent - this seems to be a 
particular problem for medical students.   
 
2. Dress codes and wearing of religious symbols: people report being harassed 
and the subject of antisemitic hatred because they are easily identifiable when 
wearing religious clothing – e.g. kippah (male religious headcovering) and Chassidic 
garb. Incidents include school pupils on public transport, people walking in the street 
to and from synagogue services and making Hitler salutes to someone in a car 
stopped at traffic lights. 
 
3. Procurement or funding issues: whilst the procurement process is tightly 
regulated and in theory protected against issues of inequality there are a many 
issues surrounding the way in which public authorities contract services. 
 
Most authorities tender for generic services which of course must be faith and 
culturally sensitive – this however does not meet the needs of people who require a 
faith specific service. (around 90% of people who responded to a survey conducted 
by Glasgow Jewish Representative Council said they wished to be cared for in a 
Jewish environment) It is ok for a mental health service provider to train staff in 
understanding provision of kosher food, Sabbath and festival observance etc. – but 

http://www.scojec.org/news/2012/12vii_bjis/bjis.html
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how do you deliver that in a shared kitchen or understand people's desire to be with 
like minded people at times of both celebration and stress.  
    
Funding bodies: Local Authorities and Scottish Government do not wish to fund 
organisations which promote religion, but seem unable to distinguish such activity 
from provision that meets people's religious needs which are more than just cultural 
needs. Equally funding bodies, specifically Local Authorities, have difficulty 
understanding that communities are not just geographical but also thematic and 
despite most social work procurement being aimed at promoting cohesion and 
encouraging communities to look after their own, they often accuse faith communities 
of interfering or wanting to hang on to people rather than compete commercially for 
contracts. 
 

Section 3: Your views on the effectiveness of the law                    
We would like to hear about your views on the effectiveness of the current 
legislative framework (the Equality Act 2010 and the Human Rights Act 1998) in 
protecting people with or without a religion or belief. In addressing the 
questions below you may want to consider the original drafting of the 
legislation, the way it has been amended, and interpretation by domestic and 
European courts. You may wish to discuss whether the current framework 
provides effective protection from discrimination and for the right to hold and 
manifest a religion or belief, and the exemptions under the Equality Act.  

8. What are the most effective features of the current legislative framework and 
why?  

That religion is recognised as a protected characteristic, even if it is often dismissed 
by people or other characteristics are seen to take precedence. 
 

9. What are the least effective features of the current legislative framework and 
why?  

a) Communities cannot provide facilities solely for their own members, because 
*direct discrimination cannot be justified.  As noted by several of the Justices in the 
JFS case, this is an (unintended?) consequence of the Act, as it is not required by 
the Convention, and they would welcome its amendment. 
 

b) The development of a hierarchy of equality strands - particularly noticeable in 
judgements such as Ladele that have held the right to manifest one's religion can be 
overridden by even a hypothetical claim of discrimination against another protected 
characteristic.  Such conflict between competing rights could often be resolved were 
it permissible to make "reasonable adjustments", as in the case of disability.       
 

c) The relegation of religion to the status of mere "opinion", as in the Scotland Act 
1998 (Schedule V, Part II, L2), and judgements that recognise belief in climate 
change, for example, as deserving of the same protection, resulting from the deletion  
 
of the word "similar" from the description of protected "philosophical beliefs" in the 
2007 revision of the Employment Equality (Religion or Belief) Regulations. 
 

10. Please describe what you think could be done, if anything, to improve the 
effectiveness of current legislative framework?  

Better education, so that individuals, employers and public bodies have a better 
understanding of the needs and concerns of religious individuals and communities 
and do not perpetuate misinformation, misunderstanding and prejudice.  


