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1. [bookmark: _Toc120718328]General principles: non-discrimination

1.1. [bookmark: _Toc120718329]Institutional homophobia of the Church of England 

1.1.1. The UKG (UK Government) state report states ‘UKG is undertaking substantial work to eliminate discrimination for all children, irrespective of their background. UKG invested: £4m to support schools in addressing homophobic, biphobic, and transphobic bullying’.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  UK Government, ‘The UK’s Response to the UN Committee’s List of Issues on the Rights of the Child’ para 92.] 


1.1.2. While this intervention is to be welcomed, it fails address the institutional homophobia of the State’s established church, the Church of England. The Church holds that same-sex intimacy is sinful and that same-sex marriage is incompatible with scripture.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  ‘Https://Www.Anglicancommunion.Org/Resources/Document-Library/Lambeth-Conference/1998/Section-i-Called-to-Full-Humanity/Section-I10-Human-Sexuality’.] 


1.1.3. Labour Member of Parliament Ben Bradshaw, who is himself gay and a member of the Church of England, claimed in October 2022 that the Church is ‘actively pursuing a campaign of discrimination’ against gay and lesbian people.[footnoteRef:3] [3:  ‘Https://Www.Theguardian.Com/World/2022/Oct/04/Church-of-England-Welcome-Gay-People-Face-Parliament-Ben-Bradshaw’.] 


1.1.4. Furthermore, at his upcoming coronation, King Charles III has a statutory obligation to swear to uphold this doctrine.[footnoteRef:4] Such a stance – that a core aspect of their being is wrong - is harmful to gay and bisexual children in the UK. [4:  University College London Constitution Unit, ‘The Coronation of Charles III’.] 


1.1.5. Recommendation: If the Church of England maintains its homophobic doctrine, the UKG should take the necessary steps towards disestablishment.

2. [bookmark: _Toc120718330]General principles: right to life and survival 

2.1. [bookmark: _Toc120718331]Non-therapeutic male circumcision

2.1.1. The UKG state report states ‘UKG is committed to delivering lasting change to tackle the underlying causes of infant mortality to avoid child deaths.’[footnoteRef:5] [5:  UK Government (n 1) para 101.] 


2.1.2. Three baby boys have bled to death in recent years following ritual male infant circumcision.[footnoteRef:6] [footnoteRef:7] [footnoteRef:8] The harms of this practice are covered in greater depth in the basic health and welfare section. [6:  ‘Https://Www.Bbc.Co.Uk/News/Uk-England-Manchester-21374643’.]  [7:  ‘Https://Www.Kilburntimes.Co.Uk/News/22036666.Queens-Park-Baby-Bled-Death-Two-Days-Circumcised/’.]  [8:  ‘Https://Www.Thetimes.Co.Uk/Article/Baby-Bled-to-Death-after-Circumcision-Inquest-Told-Cvrmhlsqh6h’.] 


2.1.3. Recommendation: In order to avoid child deaths, the UKG should take necessary steps to ban non-therapeutic male circumcision.



3. [bookmark: _Toc120718332]General principles: respect for the views of the child 

3.1. [bookmark: _Toc120718333]Non-therapeutic male circumcision

3.1.1. The UKG state report states ‘The State Party believes that the voice of the child should be heard when decisions are made that affect them.’[footnoteRef:9] [9:  UK Government (n 1) para 107.] 


3.1.2. Most male forced genital cutting in the UK takes place in boys aged 0-10. These are children who are unable to appreciate the implications of male circumcision or give informed consent. Forced genital cutting is, therefore, non-consensual. 

3.1.3. Male circumcision is irreversible and has profound physical, psychological and sexual ramifications for the child who is subjected to it. 

3.1.4. Male circumcision is not medically indicated and non-urgent and can, therefore, be deferred until the child has reached the age of consent, at which point the child can express their own view as to whether they want to undergo this procedure. 

3.1.5. The harms of this practice are covered in greater depth in the basic health and welfare section.

3.1.6. Recommendation: In order to ensure respect for the views of the child, the UKG should take the necessary steps to prevent non-therapeutic male circumcision until the child is able to give informed consent or has reached the age of majority.  

3.2. [bookmark: _Toc120718334]Collective worship

3.2.1. Despite Committee recommendations to the contrary, the UKG continues to legally mandate daily collective worship in state-funded schools in England without an individual right of withdrawal. Similar laws also exist in Wales, Scotland and Northern Ireland.

3.2.2. This practice is covered in greater depth in the civil rights and freedoms section.

3.2.3. Recommendation: In order to ensure respect for the views of the child, the UKG should ensure that children can independently exercise the right to withdraw from religious worship at school.

4. [bookmark: _Toc120718335]Civil rights and freedoms: freedom of thought, conscience and religion (Article 14)

4.1. [bookmark: _Toc120718336]Collective worship 

4.1.1. The Committee’s 2016 concluding observations state ‘[t]he Committee recommends that the State party repeal legal provisions for compulsory attendance at collective worship in publicly funded schools and ensure that children can independently exercise the right to withdraw from religious worship at school.’ [footnoteRef:10] (Emphasis in original)  [10:  UN Committee on the Rights of the Child, ‘Concluding Observations on the Fifth Periodic Report of the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland’ para 35.] 


4.1.2. Despite this, the UKG’s state report states ‘[t]here are currently no plans by UKG, WG or NIE to review this policy in state funded schools.’[footnoteRef:11] The National Secular Society welcomes the fact that ‘SG is currently examining whether to review the policy on the right to withdraw.’[footnoteRef:12]  [11:  UK Government (n 1) para 130.]  [12:  ibid.] 


4.1.3. In a letter of 23 August 2022, Baroness Barran, Parliamentary Under-Secretary of State for the School System, wrote of collective worship legislation: ‘The government believes that the law is both inclusive and flexible in allowing all schools to tailor their provision to suit their pupils’ needs’.[footnoteRef:13]  [13:  Baroness Barran, Parliamentary Under-Secretary of State for the School System, ‘Letter’.] 


4.1.4. This is, regrettably, inaccurate. In August 2022, Poulner Infant School in Hampshire, England applied to the local Standing Advisory Council for Religious Education for an exemption from collective worship, on the grounds of that 2/3 of pupils were not Christian. The application was refused.[footnoteRef:14] Hence, it is evident that the law is not flexible in allowing schools to meet pupils’ needs. Only pupils over 16 are permitted to withdraw.[footnoteRef:15] [14:  ‘Https://Www.Advertiserandtimes.Co.Uk/News/School-Loses-Bid-to-Stop-Daily-Christian-Worship-9268757/’.]  [15:  https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2006/40/notes/division/6/3/24 ] 


4.1.5. Recommendation: The UKG should repeal legal provisions for compulsory attendance at collective worship in publicly funded schools and ensure that children can independently exercise the right to withdraw from religious worship at school. 

4.2. [bookmark: _Toc120718337]Confessional religious education 

4.2.1. The religious education curriculum in England is determined at a local rather than national level by committees which include religious leaders. This enables biased promotion of religious views and the omittance or discouragement of views of those with no religious beliefs or those critical of religion. This is particularly true of religious education at faith schools, which are permitted to teach the subject from their own religious viewpoint.

4.2.2. In July 2022, the High Court of Northern Ireland held that current arrangements for religious education breach Article 2 of the Protocol of the European Convention of Human Rights which provides that the state "must respect the right of parents' religious and philosophical convictions in respect of education and teaching".[footnoteRef:16] It was successfully argued that a complete focus on Christianity, to the exclusion of all other faiths and with no meaningful alternative, is an unlawful violation of the human rights of children in NI. [16:  National Secular Society, ‘Ruling: Collective Worship and RE in NI Schools Breach Human Rights’ <https://www.secularism.org.uk/news/2022/07/ruling-collective-worship-and-re-in-ni-schools-breach-human-rights>.] 


4.2.3. The UKG state report does not address the fact that religious education is compulsory in the UK and there is no right of the child to withdraw themselves without parental permission. Likewise, this concern has not been adopted in the Committee’s 2021 LOIPR. 


4.2.4. Recommendation: The UKG should take all necessary steps to ensure religious education provided by state schools is objective, critical and pluralistic. The UKG should give all children the absolute right to independently withdraw themselves from religious education for as long as it continues to be taught in a confessional or biased manner. 


5. [bookmark: _Toc120718338]Civil rights and freedoms: protection of privacy and protection of the image (Article 16)

5.1. [bookmark: _Toc120718339]Faith school interference with private life 

5.1.1. Neither the UKG state report nor the Committee’s LOIPR addresses the interference of some faith schools in the private lives of their students. 

5.1.2. A recent example is Beis Chinuch Lebonos Girls School, an Orthodox Jewish independent school in the London borough of Hackney. Its IT policy says children "may never hold any type of smartphone in their hands", may not have access to internet enabled devices at home and may never text.[footnoteRef:17] [17:  National Secular Society, ‘“Jewish School May Severely Restrict Families” IT Use, Says DfE’.’ <https://www.secularism.org.uk/news/2019/08/jewish-school-may-severely-restrict-families-it-use-says-dfe>.] 


5.1.3. Such policies are at odds with those championed in UKG state report, including: ‘The Digital Resilience in Education Action Plan and The Digital Competence Framework outline measures that support children to stay safe online and develop digital competence at school.’[footnoteRef:18] [18:  UK Government (n 1) para 138.] 


5.1.4. Recommendation: the UKG should take all necessary steps to prevent schools from compelling families to obey invasive rules that breach CRC Article 16.

6. [bookmark: _Toc120718340]Civil rights and freedoms: access to information from a diversity of sources and protection from material harmful to his or her well-being (Article 17)

6.1. [bookmark: _Toc120718341]Censorship in faith schools 

6.1.1. Neither the UKG state report nor the Committee’s LOIPR addresses the faith schools withholding information from their pupils for religious reasons. 

6.1.2. A recent example is Bnois Jerusalem Girls School, an Independent Orthodox Jewish school in the London Borough of Hackney. According to its most recent inspection report published in March 2020, reading books were “selected from a narrow genre of fiction” and even within that narrow genre, fiction books were “censored and redacted”. The school had limited the scope of the curriculum to “make it fit with Orthodox Jewish teaching”, which meant text, photographs and illustrations in geography textbooks were also redacted.[footnoteRef:19] [19:  ‘Ofsted Inspection of Inspection of Bnois Jerusalem Girls School’ <https://files.ofsted.gov.uk/v1/file/50148453>.] 


6.1.3. Recommendation: the UKG must ensure all schools, including independent schools, do not deprive children of access to information necessary for their development and preparation for adult life in the 21st century UK.

7. [bookmark: _Toc120718342]Violence against children: right to not be subjected to torture or other cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment or punishment, including corporal punishment (Articles 37(a) and 28(2))

7.1. [bookmark: _Toc120718343]Corporal punishment in unregistered faith ‘schools’ and independent faith schools 

7.1.1. The NSS welcomes the UKG’s state report commitment to ‘tacking [sic] all forms of violence against children.’[footnoteRef:20] However, it fails to make reference to corporal punishment in unregistered faith ‘schools’ and independent faith schools.  [20:  UK Government (n 1) para 154.] 


7.1.2. This is despite the Committee’s 2016 recommendation ‘that corporal punishment is explicitly prohibited in all schools and educational institutions and all other institutions and forms of alternative care’.[footnoteRef:21] This issue was also included in the LOIPR.[footnoteRef:22]  [21:  UN Committee on the Rights of the Child, ‘Concluding Observations on the Fifth Periodic Report of the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland’ (n 10) para 40.]  [22:  UN Committee on the Rights of the Child, ‘List of Issues Prior to Submission of the Combined Sixth and Seventh Reports of the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland’ para 21.] 


7.1.3. In 2018, a BBC investigation filmed a teacher appearing to strike a pupil's head in a suspected unregistered Charedi Jewish ‘school’ in Essex.[footnoteRef:23] Accounts of corporal punishment have also been given by those who attended unregistered ‘schools’ as children. Izzy Posen, who was sent to unregistered Charedi Jewish faith ‘schools’ in the London borough of Hackney as a child, said that instructors at these ‘schools’ would hit children with sticks, rulers and their hands.[footnoteRef:24]  [23:  BBC, ‘“Abuse Concerns over Unregistered Schools”.’ (26 February 2018) <https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-43126598>.]  [24:  Posen, Izzy, ‘“Why God Doesn’t Like Educated Kids: A Personal Account”. Speech given at Secularism 2019 Conference on 18 May 2019.’ <https://www.secularism.org.uk/secularism-2019.html>.] 


7.1.4. There are also reports of corporal punishment being administered in registered independent schools. In an inspection in January 2019, school inspectorate Ofsted heard from pupils that teachers at independent Jewish school Talmud Torah Yetev Lev were using methods of discipline which were "harmful to pupils' physical and emotional well-being", including "cheek pinching, smacking and slapping".[footnoteRef:25]  [25:  ‘Ofsted School Report: Talmud Torah Yetev Lev, 22–24 January 2019.’ <https://files.api.ofsted.gov.uk/v1/file/50056910>.] 


7.1.5. August 2022 testimony from a student at an unregistered boy’s school in Stamford Hill, London stated ‘[b]eatings with belts or sticks were common.’[footnoteRef:26] [26:  The Economist, ‘A Proposed Change in the Law Takes Aim at Unregistered Schools in Britain’ <https://www.economist.com/britain/2022/08/18/a-proposed-change-in-the-law-takes-aim-at-unregistered-schools-in-britain>.] 


7.1.6. Recommendation: the UKG must take all necessary steps to close or register unregistered ‘schools’ and severely penalise the use of corporal punishment, including school closure if standards do not improve. 

8. [bookmark: _Toc120718344]Basic health and welfare: health and health services, in particular primary health care (Article 24)

8.1. [bookmark: _Toc120718345]Abortion in Northern Ireland

8.1.1. The LOIPR asks the state party to describe measures taken to ‘[e]nsure girls’ access to safe abortion and post-abortion care services in Northern Ireland’.[footnoteRef:27] The NSS welcomes the fact that, as per the state report[footnoteRef:28], the Secretary of State in Northern Ireland has instructed officials to prepare work on further regulations to ensure services are commissioned.  [27:  UN Committee on the Rights of the Child, ‘List of Issues Prior to Submission of the Combined Sixth and Seventh Reports of the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland’ (n 22) para 26(d).]  [28:  UK Government (n 1) para 228.] 


8.1.2. However, as of 9 November 2022, the Secretary of State in Northern Ireland was still unable to confirm when all women and girls in Northern Ireland can access to safe, legal and local abortion.[footnoteRef:29]  [29:  ‘Https://Www.Theyworkforyou.Com/Debates/?Id=2022-11-09c.278.0&s=%28abortion+OR+blasphemy+OR+lgbt+OR+gay+OR+%22free+speech%22+OR+%22freedom+of+speech%22+OR+wedding+OR+marriage+OR+stun+slaughter+OR+%22collective+worship%22+OR+charities+OR+%22advancement+of+religion%22%29#g287.3’.] 


8.1.3. Indeed, polling from October 2022 carried out on behalf of Amnesty International, found that only 10% of women in NI know how to access abortion services.[footnoteRef:30] It seems plausible that even fewer girls would know.  [30:  Amnesty International, ‘Northern Ireland: Fewer than Half of Women Realise Abortion Is Lawful - New Poll’ <https://www.amnesty.org.uk/press-releases/northern-ireland-fewer-half-women-realise-abortion-lawful-new-poll>.] 


8.1.4. Less than half of the women polled would feel comfortable speaking to their GP about accessing abortion services and 60% think the government must do more to make abortion services available and accessible across Northern Ireland. 

8.1.5. It is also of concern that an anti-abortion group, The Society for the Protection of the Unborn Child, has brought a legal claim in November 2022 against the UKG’s decision to commission full abortion services in Northern Ireland.[footnoteRef:31] [31:  ITV, ‘Court of Appeal Hears UK Government Decision to Commission Abortion Services in NI “Legally Invalid”’ <https://www.itv.com/news/utv/2022-11-08/decision-to-commission-abortion-services-legally-invalid-court-told>.] 


8.1.6. Recommendation: the UKG must take all necessary steps to ensure that access to safe, legal and local abortion in Northern Ireland is a practical and effective right rather than a theoretical or illusory one. 

9. [bookmark: _Toc120718346]Basic health and welfare: measures to prohibit and eliminate all forms of harmful traditional practices (Article 24(3))

9.1. [bookmark: _Toc120718347]Non-consensual, non-medical genital cutting 

9.1.1. The LOIPR rightly asks for the state party to describe measures taken to prevent and prosecute cases of female genital mutilation.[footnoteRef:32] It also asks how the UKG will ‘[p]revent unnecessary medical or surgical treatment of intersex children’.[footnoteRef:33]  [32:  UN Committee on the Rights of the Child, ‘List of Issues Prior to Submission of the Combined Sixth and Seventh Reports of the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland’ (n 22) para 23(a).]  [33:  ibid 23(b).] 


9.1.2. The NSS welcomes the introduction of ‘FGM Protection Orders (FGMPO), a new offence for failing to protect a girl from FGM, extended extra-territorial jurisdiction over FGM offences committed abroad and an FGM mandatory reporting duty’ as laid out in the UKG state report.[footnoteRef:34]  [34:  UK Government (n 1) para 193.] 


9.1.3. Conspicuous by its absence, however, is the lack of protection for male children who are subjected to non-consensual, non-medical genital cutting in the form of religious circumcision. The UKG state report also makes no mention of religious circumcision. 

9.1.4. By contrast, the Committee’s 2016 concluding observations recommended ‘[e]nsure that no one is subjected to unnecessary medical or surgical treatment during infancy or child, guarantee bodily integrity, autonomy and self-determination to children concerned’.[footnoteRef:35] (Emphasis in original) ‘No one’, presumably, includes no male children.  [35:  UN Committee on the Rights of the Child, ‘Concluding Observations on the Fifth Periodic Report of the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland’ (n 10) para 46(c).] 


9.1.5. The Committee also recommended that the State party should provide ‘redress to the victims of such treatment.’[footnoteRef:36]  [36:  ibid 46(d).] 


9.1.6. It is of note that the Committee’s 2013 concluding observations on the reports of Israel included ‘traditional male circumcision’ in its ‘Harmful Practices’ section, noting ‘[t]he Committee expresses concern about reported short and long-term complications arising from some traditional male circumcision practices.’[footnoteRef:37] [37:  UN Committee on the Rights of the Child, ‘Concluding Observations on the Second to Fourth Periodic Reports of Israel, Adopted by the Committee at Its Sixty-Third Session (27 May – 14 June 2013)’ para 41.] 


9.1.7. Three baby boys, Celian Noumbiwe, Angelo Ofori-Mintah, and Goodluck Caubergs, have bled to death in recent years in the UK following non-therapeutic circumcision.[footnoteRef:38] [footnoteRef:39] [footnoteRef:40] Eleven boys were admitted to Birmingham Children’s Hospital in just one year with life threatening haemorrhage, shock or sepsis post-circumcision.[footnoteRef:41] A paediatric surgeon, Mr Shiban Ahmed, who himself carries out circumcisions, has described some practice in the UK as “barbaric and amateurish” and “cruel”.[footnoteRef:42] [38:  ‘Https://Www.Kilburntimes.Co.Uk/News/22036666.Queens-Park-Baby-Bled-Death-Two-Days-Circumcised/’ (n 7).]  [39:  ‘Https://Www.Thetimes.Co.Uk/Article/Baby-Bled-to-Death-after-Circumcision-Inquest-Told-Cvrmhlsqh6h’ (n 8).]  [40:  ‘Https://Www.Bbc.Co.Uk/News/Uk-England-Manchester-21374643’ (n 6).]  [41:  ‘Https://Www.Secularism.Org.Uk/Uploads/Foi-Bch-Response-Received-260612.Pdf?V=1344600368’.]  [42:  The Times, ‘“The NHS Is Allowing Babies to Be Maimed”’ <https://minhalexander.files.wordpress.com/2016/10/cqc-sunday-times-re-shiban-ahmed-confidentiality-21-dec-2014.pdf>.] 


9.1.8. In 2015, a UK judge held that some forms of FGM, which is outlawed under the FGM Act 2003, are ‘less invasive’ than male circumcision.[footnoteRef:43] He also said male circumcision constituted ‘significant harm’ under the Children Act 1989.[footnoteRef:44]  [43:  ‘In the Matter of B and G (Children) (No 2)’ <https://www.familylaw.co.uk/news_and_comment/re-b-and-g-children-no-2-2015-ewfc-3>.]  [44:  ‘In the Matter of B and G (Children) (No 2)’ <https://www.familylaw.co.uk/news_and_comment/re-b-and-g-children-no-2-2015-ewfc-3>.] 


9.1.9. There is now growing evidence that neonatal circumcision also causes profound psychological harm to adult men.[footnoteRef:45]  [45:  ‘Potentially Under-Recognized Late-Stage Physical and Psychosexual Complications of Non-Therapeutic Neonatal Penile Circumcision: A Qualitative and Quantitative Analysis of Self-Reports from an Online Community Forum’ <https://www.nature.com/articles/s41443-022-00619-8?fbclid=IwAR2CyPUHfROkhINg5PBzMfJArZgmjUFVJGFEUeJSoUOteGZzp-RGSp0TjBE>.] 


9.1.10. This includes a sense that their bodily autonomy has been violated;  damaged relationships with parents and doctors; and evidence of trauma and PTSD. These are perpetuated by cultural misconceptions that circumcision is harmless: men who discuss their problems face ridicule and fear being stigmatised. Some men also experience sexual complications such as erectile dysfunction, inability to orgasm and a sense that their sexual experience is diminished compared to intact men. 

9.1.11. In 2011, by General Comment 13, the CRC interpreted the words in Article 19(1) “all forms of violence” to permit “no exceptions.” In that same General Comment, the CRC also decided that Article 19 prohibits all forms of harmful practices. Accordingly, non-consensual, medically unnecessary genital cutting of any child constitutes “a form of violence” and a breach of the child’s human rights.[footnoteRef:46] [46:  International NGO Council on Genital Autonomy, ‘Protecting All Children - Affirming the Right to Genital Autonomy of Every Child’ 5.] 


9.1.12. In May 2022, the International NGO Council on Genital Autonomy called upon the CRC to formulate a General Comment calling for full, equal protection of all minors from non-therapeutic genital cutting, at least until the age of majority when they are, as adults, able to make their own decisions about their bodies.[footnoteRef:47] [47:  ibid 4.] 


9.1.13. Recommendation: The UKG must guarantee protections from non-therapeutic genital cutting for all children equally, regardless of sex.

10. [bookmark: _Toc120718348]Education, leisure and cultural activities: right to education (Article 28)

10.1. [bookmark: _Toc120718349]Segregated schooling: Northern Ireland 

10.1.1. Neither the LOIPR nor the State report makes reference to segregated schooling in Northern Ireland. This is despite the Committee’s concluding observations on the fifth periodic report of the UK that in Northern Ireland, “segregation of schools by religion persists”.[footnoteRef:48]  [48:  UN Committee on the Rights of the Child, ‘Concluding Observations on the Fifth Periodic Report of the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland’ (n 10) para 71.] 


10.1.2. The Committee recommended the state party should “actively promote a fully integrated education system and carefully monitor the provision of shared education, with the participation of children, in order to ensure that it facilitates social integration” in Northern Ireland.[footnoteRef:49] [49:  ibid 72(e).] 


10.1.3. As of January 2022, over 90% of pupils in Northern Ireland attend schools which are effectively segregated along religious lines.[footnoteRef:50] [50:  National Secular Society, ‘Two Inclusive Education Bills Progress in NI Assembly’ <https://www.secularism.org.uk/news/2022/01/two-inclusive-education-bills-progress-in-ni-assembly>.] 


10.1.4. The NSS welcomes the passage of the Integrated Education Act (Northern Ireland) 2022 which introduces a new duty on the NI executive to support integrated schools.[footnoteRef:51] The NSS also supports Ulster University Unesco Education Centre’s September 2022 call for a single education system in NI.[footnoteRef:52] [51:  ‘Integrated Education Act (Northern Ireland) 2022’ <https://www.legislation.gov.uk/nia/2022/15/contents/enacted>.]  [52:  BBC, ‘“Christian Focused” RE Should Be Scrapped in Schools, Study Says’ <https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-northern-ireland-62963822>.] 


10.1.5. Recommendation: The UKG should make a commitment to phase out religiously segregated publicly-funded schools in Northern Ireland and replace them with integrated schools within a defined and reasonable timeframe.

10.2. [bookmark: _Toc120718350]Segregated schooling: Great Britain 

10.2.1. Neither the LOIPR nor the State report makes reference to segregated schooling in Northern Ireland. 

10.2.2. State education is being increasingly organised around religious identities, leading to greater religious segregation. Religious schools, particularly minority religious schools, are also the most ethnically segregated. The majority of Sikh, Muslim and Hindu state-funded schools have no white British pupils. At the same time, most Jewish state schools have no pupils of Asian ethnicity at all.[footnoteRef:53] [53:  Humanists UK, ‘“Religious Schools Most Racially Segregated State Schools, New Findings Show”’ <https://humanism.org.uk/2013/10/18/religious-schools-racially-segregated-state-schools-new-findings-show/>.] 


10.2.3. Segregation, already at unacceptable levels, is growing in the English schools system as a result of the Free Schools initiative. This enables groups of parents, charities, businesses, and religious or voluntary groups to set up schools with public money.

10.2.4. A segregated school system also exists in Scotland, a country where sectarian hatred between Protestants and Catholics persists and would be less so were schools integrated. Almost all state-funded schools in Scotland are split between Denominational (almost all Catholic) schools and Non-denominational (in theory community schools, but traditionally seen as Church of Scotland) schools.[footnoteRef:54] [54:  National Secular Society, ‘‘What Types of School Are There?”’ <https://www.secularism.org.uk/faith-schools/what-types-of-school-are-there.html>.] 


10.2.5. Denominational schools can apply discriminatory admissions criteria that prioritise children who are baptised Catholic. Admissions criteria in some areas are getting increasingly restrictive. For example, in 2020, Renfrewshire Council changed its admissions criteria and requires parents who want their child to be considered for local Catholic schools to submit a certificate of baptism from the outset; previously it was only required at the ‘ballot stage’ if schools were oversubscribed. This change means non-Catholics are even less likely to get into their local Catholic school, even if it is the closest to their home, they have siblings at the school or they have medical needs (including wheelchair use) that cannot be accommodated in any other school.[footnoteRef:55] [55:  Renfrewshire Council, ‘“Admissions to Schools and Placing Request Policy”’ <http://www.renfrewshire.gov.uk/media/12515/Admissions-to-School-and-Placing-Request-Policy/pdf/Admissions_to_School_and_Placing_Request_Policy_Aug_2020_-_updated_version.pdf>.] 


10.2.6. In July 2021, the application form for Lubavitch Girls Primary School, an Orthodox Jewish school in Stamford Hill, London was found to include only ‘White’ in its list ‘ethnic background’ section.[footnoteRef:56] The school’s admissions arrangements also stated ‘[p]riority in admissions will be given to children who are Jewish according to Halochah (Orthodox Jewish Law).’[footnoteRef:57] [56:  ‘LUBAVITCH RUTH LUNZER GIRLS’ PRIMARY SCHOOL SCHOOL APPLICATION FORM’ <https://www.secularism.org.uk/uploads/lubavitch-girls-primary-school-application-form.pdf>.]  [57:  LUBAVITCH GIRLS’ PRIMARY SCHOOL, ‘Admission Arrangements 2022-23’ <https://www.secularism.org.uk/uploads/lubavitch-girls-primary-school-admissions-arrangements.pdf>.] 


10.2.7. In June 2022, then Secretary of State for Education, Robin Walker, said a ‘smaller proportion of disadvantaged and minority ethnic pupils’ attend church schools compared to other schools, according to 2018 research by the Department for Education.[footnoteRef:58] [58:  National Secular Society, ‘DfE Refuses to End Faith School Discrimination despite Inequalities’ <https://www.secularism.org.uk/news/2022/06/dfe-refuses-to-end-faith-school-discrimination-despite-inequalities>.] 


10.2.8. Recommendation: The UKG should takes steps to ensure all new publicly funded schools are secular in character and truly inclusive and equally welcoming to children of all religion and belief backgrounds.

10.3. [bookmark: _Toc120718351]Unregistered ‘schools’

10.3.1. Neither the LOIPR nor the State report makes reference to unregistered ‘schools’ in the UK.  

10.3.2. There is a serious and long-standing problem of institutions operating as ‘schools’, despite not being registered with the Department for Education, often operating covertly and illegally. Many of these schools operate according to the tenets of fundamentalist religion and the curriculum is mostly or wholly religious in nature. Proprietors of such ‘schools’ choose not to register so they can avoid oversight from the DfE, and hence avoid regulations that may conflict with their religious teachings.

10.3.3. According to the school inspectorate Ofsted, over 100 unregistered religious schools were investigated in England between January 2016 and August 2019.[footnoteRef:59] To date there have only been six successful prosecutions for running unregistered schools.[footnoteRef:60]  [59:  Ofsted, ‘“Unregistered Schools Management Information”’ <https://www.gov.uk/government/statistical-data-sets/unregistered-schools-management-information Accessed 14 October 2020>.]  [60:  The Economist (n 26).] 


10.3.4. Because they lack oversight, unregistered ‘schools’ fail to conform with school standards, particularly in the areas of safety, health, suitability of staff, quality of education and adherence to universal values including no-discrimination.

10.3.5. In the UK there is no requirement to register a child who is home educated. The current statutory guidance sets out that parents can decline the offer of a home visit by the local authority.[footnoteRef:61] This makes detecting unregistered schools even more difficult, because there is no record of children who have never been in school. The NSS is concerned that many ‘home educated’ children are in fact enrolled in unregistered schools. [61:  Department for Education, ‘‘Elective Home Education: Departmental Guidance for Parents’’ <https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/791528/EHE_guidance_for_parentsafterconsultationv2.2.pdf>.] 


10.3.6. Some home educating parents and guardians are strongly opposed to registration because they believe it undermines their privacy. However, concerns about parents’ privacy should not undermine the best interest of the child. A register of all home educated children is the best way to ensure the child’s basic welfare and educational needs are met.

10.3.7. The NSS is also concerned that home educated children who are not registered with the local authority, and therefore receive no monitoring visits, are particularly vulnerable to abuse by their parents or carers. Some of these children are withdrawn from school by parents who belong to fundamentalist religions and wish to shield their children from knowledge that conflicts with their religion. According to a 2018 Metropolitan Police study, half of 70 known extremists in London removed their children from state schools to educate them at home.[footnoteRef:62] [62:  National Secular Society, ‘“Extremists Exploit Lax Home Schooling Laws, Police Study Finds”’ <https://www.secularism.org.uk/news/2018/03/lax-home-schooling-laws-being-exploited-by-extremists>.] 


10.3.8. The NSS is concerned by the UKG’s October 2022 decision to shelf its Schools Bill.[footnoteRef:63] The NSS had welcomed provisions contained within the bill intended to protect children from being illegally educated in unregistered schools, such as increased powers of inspection for education watchdog Ofsted and compulsory 'children not in school' registers.[footnoteRef:64] [63:  ‘While the Schools Bill May Be Dropped, the Battle over Yeshivot Is Set to Continue’ <https://www.thejc.com/judaism/all/while-the-schools-bill-may-be-dropped-the-battle-over-yeshivot-is-set-to-continue-1wb5zc4j3wdPhldeL5ajnx>.]  [64:  National Secular Society, ‘NSS Tells Government Not to Halt Plans to Stop Unregistered Schools’ <https://www.secularism.org.uk/news/2022/09/nss-tells-government-not-to-halt-plans-to-stop-unregistered-schools>.] 


10.3.9. Recommendation: The UKG must close unregistered schools or compel them to register with the Department for Education and implement a system of compulsory registration of home educated children.

11. [bookmark: _Toc120718352]Education, leisure and cultural activities: aims of education with reference also to quality of education (Article 29)

11.1. [bookmark: _Toc120718353]Relationships and sex education provision 

11.1.1. The State report notes that ‘[i]n England, mandatory RSHE for secondary pupils, including sexual orientation and gender identity, introduced in 2020 was informed by a consultation, including children.’[footnoteRef:65] Furthermore, ‘[t]he new Curriculum for Wales, (2022) includes a mandatory theme on Relationships and Sexuality Education (RSE).’[footnoteRef:66] [65:  UK Government (n 1) para 276.]  [66:  ibid 277.] 


11.1.2. The NSS is concerned that RSE provision will not be consistent across all schools as Government guidance says that “schools with a religious character may teach the distinctive faith perspective on relationships”, and that they “may wish to reflect on faith teachings about certain topics as well as how their faith institutions may support people in matters of relationships and sex.”[footnoteRef:67] [67:  Department for Education, ‘“Relationships Education, Relationships and Sex Education (RSE) and Health Education”’ <https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/908013/Relationships_Education__Relationships_and_Sex_Education__RSE__and_Health_Education.pdf.>.] 


11.1.3. A 2018 NSS report found that 77% of state-funded secondary faith schools in England were teaching RSE in accordance with religious scripture. The study found many faith schools explicitly teaching that effective forms of contraception, abortion, sex outside of marriage, same-sex relationships, and masturbation are morally wrong and should be avoided. Some faith schools were also teaching taboos around menstruation.[footnoteRef:68] [68:  National Secular Society, ‘“Unsafe Sex: The Risk of Letting Religious Schools Teach within the Tenets of Their Faith”’ <www.secularism.org.uk/uploads/unsafe-sex-report-april-2018.pdf>.] 


11.1.4. Such teachings about RSE put children at risk by discouraging them from taking control over their own bodies and by shaming those who engage in relationships that do not conform to religious teachings. 

11.1.5. Children from religious backgrounds, who are more likely to be sent to a faith school, are most in need of comprehensive, supportive RSE – but are the least likely to get it. Failure to educate children properly about safe sex and exploitation places children at significant risk of harm, not least from unwanted pregnancies and STIs.

11.1.6. Additionally, the government guidance says in all schools, “when teaching these subjects, the religious background of all pupils must be taken into account when planning teaching, so that the topics that are included in the core content in this guidance are appropriately handled.”[footnoteRef:69] [69:  Department for Education (n 67).] 


11.1.7. This creates an unreasonable expectation that faith-based opposition to teaching elements of RSE, including same-sex relationships, may be accommodated. This extends to nonreligious schools that happen to have high numbers of children from conservative religious backgrounds. 

11.1.8. The government’s implication that nonreligious schools must modify their RSE curriculum to comply with the wishes of religious parents undermines the secular ethos of such schools. It also prioritises the faith-based desires of parents over the education and welfare needs of children.

11.1.9. Furthermore, parents have the right to withdraw their children from sex education lessons, regardless of the wishes of the child. Parents who wish to ‘shield’ their children from necessary information about sex and relationships for religious reasons are those most likely to use the right of withdrawal. 

11.1.10. A May 2021 Ofsted report revealed that every parent had withdrawn their child from sex education classes at an independent faith school in Gateshead, England.[footnoteRef:70] However, the report said leaders "have fulfilled their statutory responsibilities regarding the teaching of relationships, health and sex education," because the school had allowed for sex education to be taught by "an external provider from within the Jewish community". [70:  National Secular Society, ‘All Pupils Withdrawn from Sex Education at Independent Jewish School’ <https://www.secularism.org.uk/news/2021/05/all-pupils-withdrawn-from-sex-education-at-independent-jewish-school>.] 


11.1.11. The NSS welcomes the August 2022 publication of the UKG’s Women’s Health Strategy for England which calls for ‘high-quality, evidence-based education on women's health from an early age’ and seeks to destigmatise women's health issues such as menstrual health and contraception.[footnoteRef:71]  [71:  Secretary of State for Health and Social Care, ‘Women’s Health Strategy for England’ <https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/1100706/Womens-Health-Strategy-England-print.pdf>.] 


11.1.12. In Wales, new legislative proposals will introduce a new statutory RSE requirement through an Area of Learning and Experience on Health and Wellbeing from September 2022. However, draft RSE guidance makes clear that faith schools will continue to be allowed to teach RSE from their own perspective. Additionally, schools must honour parental requests to withdraw their children from RSE lessons.[footnoteRef:72] [72:  Education Wales, ‘“Relationships and Sexuality Education in Schools”’ <https://gov.wales/sites/default/files/consultations/2019-02/relationships-and-sexuality-education-in-schools-guidance.pdf>.] 


11.1.13. In 2019 research by the NSS found that all 12 of the secondary state faith schools in Wales with sex and relationships education (SRE) policies were teaching the subject within the tenets of Catholicism or the Church in Wales.[footnoteRef:73] [73:  National Secular Society, ‘Welsh Faith Schools Will Keep Distorting Sex Education, NSS Warns’ <https://www.secularism.org.uk/news/2018/05/welsh-faith-schools-will-keep-distorting-sex-education-nss-warns>.] 


11.1.14. The Scottish Government has published statutory guidance on relationships, sexual health and parenthood education (RSHPE) in state-maintained schools. However, this guidance is not compulsory and faith schools, which teach one in five pupils in Scotland, are allowed to follow their own guidance.[footnoteRef:74] [74:  The Family Planning Association, ‘“Our Views on Relationships and Sex Education”’ <https://www.fpa.org.uk/relationships-and-sex-education/our-views>.] 


11.1.15. In 2018 research by the NSS found that at least nine of Scotland's 53 Catholic state secondary schools are teaching sex education through the tenets of Catholicism. The true number of Scottish schools doing this is likely to be significantly higher. The other 44 schools did not have a sex and relationships policy or its equivalent available on their websites.[footnoteRef:75] [75:  National Secular Society, ‘“Scottish Government Commits to LGBT-Inclusive Education”’ <https://www.secularism.org.uk/news/2018/11/scottish-government-commits-to-lgbt-inclusive-education>.] 


11.1.16. RSE is included on a statutory basis within the Northern Irish curriculum. Although grant-aided schools are required to develop a policy on relationships and sexuality education, this is based on the ethos of the school and there is evidence to suggest a large number of schools do not have a policy in place.

11.1.17. Recommendation: The UKG must ensure all schools, regardless of religious ethos or the religious background of pupils, offer impartial, inclusive, rights-based and comprehensive relationships and sex education that is age-appropriate. It must revoke the parental right of withdrawal from sex education.

11.2. [bookmark: _Toc120718354]Discrimination against LGBT children in faith schools 

11.2.1. Neither the LOIPR nor the State report makes reference to discrimination against LGBT children in faith schools. 

11.2.2. The Committee on the Rights of the Child stated in its concluding observations of the fifth periodic report of the UK that “lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender and intersex children do not have access to accurate information on their sexuality”.

11.2.3. The Committee also stated that “many children in certain groups”, including “lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender and intersex children” continue to experience “discrimination and social stigmatisation”.[footnoteRef:76] [76:  UN Committee on the Rights of the Child, ‘Concluding Observations on the Fifth Periodic Report of the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland’ (n 10) para 20(c).] 


11.2.4. We believe these two issues are connected. It should be noted that due to exceptions in the Equality Act 2010, children are not protected from harassment on the basis of gender reassignment or sexual orientation within schools.[footnoteRef:77] The lack of protection of LGBTI children, or those with LGBTI parents, within UK schools is fuelling this discrimination and social stigmatisation. This is particularly true in faith schools. [77:  National Secular Society, ‘“Faith-Shaped Holes: How Religious Privilege Is Undermining Equality Law”’ <https://www.secularism.org.uk/defend-equality-laws/faith-shaped-holes-how-religious.html>.] 


11.2.5. Because government guidance on RSE in England and Wales has said that faith schools can “teach in accordance with the tenets of their faith”, it appears faith schools are free to teach limited or distorted information about same-sex relationships if such relationships are not considered compatible with the faith for the school.

11.2.6. There is evidence that some faith schools that already teach RSE are teaching discriminatory messages about LGBTI people. In a 2018 report, the NSS highlighted examples of Catholic schools stating in RSE policies that same-sex relationships are “unacceptable”, “against the natural order” and “morally wrong”, and that people who are homosexual are “objectively disordered”.[footnoteRef:78]  [78:  National Secular Society, ‘“Unsafe Sex: The Risk of Letting Religious Schools Teach within the Tenets of Their Faith”’ (n 68).] 


11.2.7. LGBTI children growing up in an environment hostile to their developing sexuality and needs places them at increased risk of mental health problems and also to exploitation since they will not feel able to confide in their parents or teachers. LGBTI pupils of faith are somewhat more likely to have tried to take their own life than those who are not of faith (30% compared to 25%).[footnoteRef:79] [79:  Bradlow et al., Stonewall, ‘“School Report: The Experiences of Lesbian, Gay, Bi and Trans Young People in Britain’s Schools in 2017”’ <https://www.stonewall.org.uk/sites/default/files/the_school_report_2017.pdf>.] 


11.2.8. Schools in England are also required to take “the religious background of all pupils into account” during RSE lessons, creating an unreasonable expectation that faith-based opposition to teaching about same-sex relationships may be accommodated. This has already occurred in some schools – in 2019, a number of primary schools stopped teaching lessons about same-sex relationships following protests from religious fundamentalists.[footnoteRef:80] [80:  National Secular Society, ‘“More Schools Suspend Diversity Teaching under Muslim Pressure”’ <https://www.secularism.org.uk/news/2019/03/more-schools-suspend-diversity-teaching-under-muslim-pressure>.] 


11.2.9. The disinvitation of a gay author from a state-funded Catholic faith school in Croydon, England in March 2022 highlights how religious control of schools can negatively impact on inclusivity for LGBT pupils and families too.[footnoteRef:81] The diocese said: "At the heart of every Catholic school sits the person of the Lord Jesus Christ and the teachings of the Catholic Church." According to the Catechism of the Catholic Church, "homosexual acts" are "acts of grave depravity", "intrinsically disordered" and "contrary to the natural law." [81:  Stephen Evans, ‘An Inclusive Britain Starts with Inclusive Schools’ <https://www.secularism.org.uk/opinion/2022/03/an-inclusive-britain-starts-with-inclusive-schools>.] 


11.2.10. In June 2022, the Department for Education announced Waheed Alam, the former proprietor of Redstone Educational Academy, an independent Islamic school in Birmingham, Waheed Alam, had been prohibited from managing schools because he had expressed views that ‘denigrate and demonise gay men’.[footnoteRef:82] [82:  National Secular Society, ‘Islamic School Leader Banned for Misogynistic and Homophobic Sermons’ <https://www.secularism.org.uk/news/2022/06/islamic-school-leader-banned-for-misogynistic-and-homophobic-sermons>.] 


11.2.11. Some progress has been made in Scotland. In 2018 Scotland's deputy first minister and education secretary announced a package of reforms designed to ensure "LGBTI inclusive education" is "embedded in the curriculum". The reforms require schools to tackle "prejudice in relation to the LGBTI community" and promote "awareness of the history of LGBTI equalities and movements".[footnoteRef:83]  [83:  Scottish government, ‘“LGBTI Education”’ <https://www.gov.scot/news/lgbti-education/>.] 


11.2.12. However, because Scotland’s Catholic schools are either teaching sex education via religious tenets or do not have a sex education policy on their website, there are concerns that faith schools may be teaching ideas that undermine LGBTI equality.

11.2.13. Recommendation: The UKG must ensure all schools, regardless of religious ethos or the religious affiliation of the local communities, will teach about LGBTI people and relationships in an inclusive, non-discriminatory and age-appropriate manner.

12. [bookmark: _Toc120718355]Special protection measures: sexual exploitation and sexual abuse (Article 34) 

12.1. [bookmark: _Toc120718356]Child abuse in religious settings

12.1.1. The LOIPR asks the State party to describe measures taken to ‘[a]ddress the high prevalence of domestic violence, gender-based violence and sexual exploitation and abuse against children’.[footnoteRef:84] The NSS welcomes the State party report’s recognition of ‘the devastating impacts of child sexual exploitation and abuse on all victims and survivors.’[footnoteRef:85]  [84:  UN Committee on the Rights of the Child, ‘List of Issues Prior to Submission of the Combined Sixth and Seventh Reports of the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland’ (n 22) para 22(a).]  [85:  UK Government (n 1) para 163.] 


12.1.2. Neither the LOIPR nor the State party report, however, makes specific reference to the high prevalence of sexual abuse in religious settings. 

12.1.3. In its concluding report published in October 2022, the Independent Inquiry into Child Sexual Abuse (IICSA) recommended mandatory reporting of child sexual abuse which should "not be subject" to religious exceptions. It added abuse must be reported even if it is revealed during "sacramental confession", despite objections from religious groups.[footnoteRef:86] [86:  Independent Inquiry into Child Sexual Abuse, ‘The Report of the Independent Inquiry into Child Sexual Abuse’ <https://www.iicsa.org.uk/reports-recommendations/publications/inquiry/final-report>.] 


12.1.4. The report concluded "neither the freedom of religion or belief nor the rights of parents with regard to the education of their children can ever justify the ill-treatment of children or prevent governmental authorities from taking measures necessary to protect children from harm."

12.1.5. More than one in ten survivors of child sexual abuse who shared their accounts with the inquiry's Truth Project reported that the sexual abuse occurred in a religious institution. Despite this, there is currently no legal obligation for religious institutions to report child sexual abuse to secular authorities such as the police. Legal counsel for IICSA has observed that religious settings are less well-regulated than donkey sanctuaries.

12.1.6. The NSS welcomes, in principle, IICSA’s recommendation of mandatory reporting of sexual abuse in religious settings. However, IICSA's proposed law would only require mandated reporters to report direct knowledge of abuse, acquired via a child victim's disclosure or a perpetrator's admission to the reporter, or the reporter witnessing the abuse itself.

12.1.7. For mandatory reporting to work effectively, however, a law needs to ensure reporting of reasonable suspicions. But the lack of any criminal penalty for non-reporting undermines both the impetus to do so, and the cover for those who want to report. IICSA's proposal may actually create a positive incentive for a recalcitrant organisation to ensure that a child never gets to the point of direct disclosure.

12.1.8. The report was also highly critical of religious groups' handling of abuse. Both the Roman Catholic Church and the Church of England "demonstrated a persistent reluctance to report complaints of child sexual abuse to external agencies", it said.

12.1.9. Recommendation: the UKG must enact legislation that requires mandatory abuse of child sexual abuse without religious exemptions. Such legislation must include the need to ensure reporting of reasonable suspicions of abuse.
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