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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
DEBATE SUMMARY
This is a general debate on the contribution of faith organisations to the voluntary sector in local communities. The debate was scheduled by the backbench business committee following a representation from Fiona Bruce MP and Stephen Timms MP.

Political Party Views

GOVERNMENT
The Conservative Manifesto said:
‘We have always believed that churches, faith groups and other voluntary groups play an important and longstanding role in this country’s social fabric, running foodbanks, helping the homeless, and tackling debt and addictions, such as alcoholism and gambling.’

OPPOSITION
The Labour Manifesto said:

‘We applaud those faith communities who have pioneered an inter-faith dialogue for the common good’

1
points to make

· Faith-based charities have a vital role to play in the voluntary sector. New Philanthropy Capital estimates that 27 per cent of charities in Great Britain are faith-based.
· Faith-based charities in Great Britain represent a diverse range of religions, showing that, over generations, the country has become a successful multi-racial, multi-faith democracy.
· Of various different donor types, faith-based donors make the highest average donations, and provide the largest proportion of donations – higher than ‘loyal supporters’ and ‘engaged champions’.
· The Centre for Social Justice said in a 2013 report that, since they last reported in 2007, there has been a welcome, significant change in Government attitude to faith-based voluntary organisations.
· The same report showed that, in two years, the hours spent by volunteers in churches on local social action initiatives had increased by 36 per cent to 98 million hours.
2
background
According to the National Council for Voluntary Organisations (NCVO), there were around 160,000 voluntary organisations in the UK in 2012/13. ‘Religious activities’ was the third most common activity of UK voluntary organisations, at eight per cent of the sector.

In its recent publication Understanding faith-based charities, part of its programme of research on faith-based charities, New Philanthropy Capital (NPC) estimated that 27 per cent of charities in Great Britain are faith-based.
 This amounted to 49,881 charities. 64.5 per cent of these were Christian, 23.2 per cent ‘generally faith-based’, 4.8 per cent Muslim, and 4.6 per cent Jewish. Hindu, Sikh, and Buddhist charities were also represented. 
public funding
The Government has supported faith-based charities in a number of ways, detailed in other chapters of this brief.
The Department for Communities and Local Government issued guidance in 2010, intended to deal with common myths for local government on working with faith groups. It states that:
‘At times there has been a reluctance or confusion on the part of some local authorities to commission services from faith-based groups and there are concerns among many groups and organisations, including faith groups, that they are disadvantaged when trying to access funding. Greater clarity is needed is local authorities and faith groups are going to have confidence they need to work together.’

Among the clarifications in the guidance were the following:

· There is no law against funding faith-based bodies, nor is there any Government policy discouraging this;
· Faith-based service providers understand that, except for some very specific services, public money is not for use for purely religious purposes;

· Religious organisations providing public services are subject to the requirements of discrimination law in the same way as other organisations – this is contrary to the myth that ‘they wouldn’t want to help people they don’t approve of’;
· Local authorities and other bodies are able to include a disclaimer with any grant emphasising that funding does not imply support for views/doctrine, but in any case this implication is unlikely to be drawn;

· Contrary to the view that such support would disadvantage non faith-based service providers in the third sector, if other voluntary sector groups can offer the best service, the contract would go to them.

donations

In a 2013 report on Britain’s voluntary and community sector, the Centre for Social Justice used the following table to indicate the importance of faith-based donors
:
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activity by churches
The same Centre for Social Justice report referenced a 2012 survey of hundreds of hundreds of churches, showing that
:
· In two years, the hours spent by volunteers in churches on local social action initiatives increased by 36 per cent in two years, to 98 million hours;

· The average number of social action initiatives undertaken by individual churches had risen from 5.7 to 8.2

3
government support
The Centre for Social Justice published a report titled ‘Something’s got to give: The state of Britain’s voluntary and community sector’ in December 2013.
 Referring to a perceived ‘dismissive attitude’ of the public sector towards faith-based organisations, the report said:

‘From the evidence we have received in the course of this review, it appears that there has been a significant change in Government attitude since we last reported in 2007. A change is welcome.

Church stats
near neighbours
Near Neighbours was launched in 2011, as a programme funded by the Department for Communities and Local Government, aiming to bring together people form diverse communities and different faiths to get to know each other better and help them improve their local neighbourhoods. Eric Pickles, then-Secretary of State, said:

‘The work we are celebrating today is the next chapter in the same centuries-old, proud and unbroken tradition of people of faith giving back to local communities. They enrich their neighbourhoods and improve the lives of those around them through practical action.

[ … ]

‘Faith groups play a vital role in our neighbourhoods. We want to give them help to do what they do best. That’s why we are funding Near Neighbours as an investment in the future; supporting grass roots groups and projects to allow communities to get on transforming their neighbourhoods for the better’

Overseen by the Church Urban Fund, Near Neighbours builds on the good work already out there, recognising that small, local, faith groups know what works best and where money is needed most – often only a small sum – to bring about lasting benefits to their local neighbourhoods.

In February 2014, the Government announced a further £3 million of funding to expand Near Neighbours across nine new areas of the country.
 At the time of the announcement, successful Near Neighbours projects which had already benefitted from the small grants included:
· A youth football team in East London – using sport to provide mentoring and development opportunities;

· A youth music programme in Oldham which had brought people together from different backgrounds;

· A community garden in Leicester created by local residents and school children and enjoyed by the whole community.

Baroness Warsi said:
‘We developed the concept of Near Neighbours many years ago – using the existing infrastructure of the church to bring together people of all faiths. It was ambitious and it was challenging. But after three years, hundreds of small grants, and thousands of volunteers, this programme has proved one thing: that faith can make a real difference at the heart of our communities.
‘So today I feel immensely proud to see Near Neighbours reaching out to more people, having more of a local impact, and showing more and more that faith is a positive force in our society.’
At the time of the announcement:
· 89 per cent of those who have received Near Neighbours Grants consider their projects to have lead to a greater sense of togetherness or community spirit;

· Over 280,000 people are estimated to have benefitted from the Near Neighbours programme;

· 97 per cent considered that their projects had developed relationships with neighbours from different religious backgrounds.

Last month, the Government announced that the Near Neighbours programme had been awarded an additional £1.5 million of funding.

together in service

The Together in Service volunteering initiative included funding to create links between faith-based social action groups, and to help thousands of young people to learn about responsibility.

Projects funded by Together in Service included events to reach out to local faith communities and examine environmental concerns form a faith perspective, bringing together LGBT people from different faiths to share their stories and explore faith and sexuality, and using gardening as a medium for bringing people of differing faiths and backgrounds together.

the big iftar
The Government supported 2015’s The Big Iftar. This is an entirely volunteer-led project where mosques, churches, synagogues, community centres and schools invite the community to join the fast-breaking meal during Ramadan, called the ‘iftar’. At the launch event, Greg Clark said:
‘Britain’s diverse faith communities make a huge contribution to our society and I’d urge everyone to find out how they can get involved to bring their own neighbourhoods closer together.’

4
commission on religion and belief in british public life
The Commission on Religion and Belief in British Public Life published a report, ‘Living with Difference: Community, Diversity and the Common Good’, in December 2015.

The Commission’s purpose was to consider the place and role of religion and belief in contemporary Britain, to consider the significance of emerging trends and identities, and to make recommendations for public life and policy. The Commission noted three striking trends over the past half century:
· An increase in the number of people with non-religious beliefs and identities;

· A general decline in Christian affiliation, belief and practice;

· Increased diversity amongst people who have a religious faith.

Of 12 recommendations, it made one relevant to the subject of this debate – ‘Where a religious organisation is best placed to deliver a social good, it should not be disadvantaged when applying for funding to do so, so long as its services are not aimed at seeking converts.’
A question was tabled in the House of Lords on the Commission’s report. Baroness Williams said:
‘The Government note this report and its contribution to the debate on faith in Britain today. We continue to celebrate the role of faith in society, with a particular emphasis on co-operation between different faiths as a way of breaking down barriers and strengthening communities. The report raises a number of questions for a range of organisations. I will ensure that all Government departments consider the recommendations relevant to their individual policies.’
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