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Council Prayers 
We think council meetings should be conducted in a 
manner equally welcoming to all councillors, regardless of 
their individual religious beliefs or lack of belief. We also 
consider it inappropriate for a group of publicly-elected 
members to appear corporately to subscribe to any 
religious beliefs, far less one in particular.  We therefore 
argue that worship should play no part in the formal 
business of council meetings. 

What’s the issue? 

Many local authorities have traditionally included prayers as part of the official business 
of council meetings. In 2012, the High Court ruled that the saying of prayers as part of 
the formal meeting of a Council was unlawful (under the Local Government Act 1972), 
and that there was no statutory power permitting the practice to continue. Despite this, 
a number of local councils persist with including prayers as part of their meetings. 

For local democracy to be representative we think it is important for local councils to 
move away from practices that deter full involvement from all sections of the community 
they serve. We regard acts of worship in council meetings as a key secular issue 
concerning the separation of religion from politics. 

Legal position 

On 10 February 2012 the National Secular Society won a landmark legal challenge to 
prayers during council meetings1. The High Court ruled that holding prayers is not 
within a Council's legal powers2. The legal challenge which took the form of a Judicial 
Review was initiated after informal requests to end the practice of prayers was refused 
by Bideford Town Council. The case was presided over by the judge in charge of the 
Administrative Court, Mr Justice Ouseley on 2 December 2011. 

 

                                                           
1 National secular society and Mr Clive Bone v Bideford Town Council 
2 http://www.secularism.org.uk/uploads/bideford-judgment-final.pdf  
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The judgement ruled: 

“A Local Authority has no power under s.111 of the Local Government Act 1792 or 
otherwise to hold prayers as part of a formal Local Authority meeting or to summon 
Councillors to such a meeting at which prayers are on the agenda. 

The saying of prayers in a Local Authority chamber before a formal meeting of such a 
body is lawful provided councillors are not formally summoned to attend. 

This means councillors are perfectly free to pray in their own time before the meeting 
starts, but prayers should not form any part of the official business of a meeting to 
which councillors are summonsed to attend. 

Significantly, paragraph 30 of the judgment stated: 

“I do not think that the 1972 Act, dealing with the organisation, management and 
decision-making of local Councils, should be interpreted as permitting the religious 
views of one group of Councillors, however sincere or large in number, to exclude or, 
even to a modest extent, to impose burdens on or even to mark out those who do not 
share their views and do not wish to participate in their expression of them. They are all 
equally elected Councillors.” 

This conforms to what Justice Laws said in his reserved judgment on the permission 
application in McFarlane v Relate Avon Ltd (2010)3, which was also quoted by Justice 
Ouseley (in paragraph 31): 

“The precepts of any one religion, and belief system, cannot, by force of their religious 
origins, sound any louder in the general law than the precepts of another. If they did, 
those out in the cold would be less than citizens and our constitution would be on the 
way to a theocracy, which is of necessity autocratic.” 

The Localism Act and general power of competence 

Following the court ruling, Eric Pickles, Secretary of State for Communities and Local 
Government, and himself a prominent Christian, said he was “disappointed" by the 
ruling4. He said: "Public authorities – be it Parliament or a parish council – should have 
the right to say prayers before5 meetings if they wish." He then announced that he 
would fast-track of aspects of the Localism Act in a bid to overturn the judgement.   

The Communities secretary’s intervention introduced a ‘general power of competence 
for local government’. This is a new power available to local authorities in England that 
allows them to do “anything that individuals generally may do”. Mr Pickles asserted this 
gave local councils "the vital legal standing that should allow them to continue to hold 
formal prayers at meetings".6 

Mr Pickles later wrote to all local authorities, saying: 

“We welcome and respect fellow residents and British citizens who belong to other 
faiths or none. However, the right to worship is a fundamental and hard-fought British 
liberty. I believe Christianity continues to play an important part in the culture, heritage 

                                                           
3 http://www.secularism.org.uk/uploads/mcfarlane-v-relate-avon-ltd.pdf 
4 http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-england-devon-16980025 
5 Our legal challenge concerned prayers during, not before council meetings. 
6 https://www.gov.uk/government/news/eric-pickles-gives-councils-back-the-freedom-to-pray--2 
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and fabric of our nation. Either way, the choice on holding prayers is now yours again. I 
am confident you will make good use of your new powers.”7  

Mr Pickles also wrote to faith leaders to let them know he hoped his actions would 
“send an important signal about how this Government values and will champion the 
continuing role of religion in public life.”8 

According to the Department for Communities and Local Government, Mr Pickles’ 
intervention built on the speech by the Prime Minister in Christ Church, Oxford, in 
December 2011, where he asserted: “We are a Christian country and we should not be 
afraid to say so”.9 

Despite the proclamations of the Communities secretary, Parliament never gave 
consideration to prayers during the drafting of the Localism Act, nor are prayers 
specifically mentioned in it. The impact assessment on the GPC, published with the Bill, 
makes no mention of prayers, and explicitly states that local authorities would continue 
to be obliged to follow the law of the land.10 

Writing in the Guardian, Keith Peter-Lucas, a local government lawyer and partner at 
public services law firm Bevan Brittan, stated:  

"This general power has been oversold as a universal panacea. Despite the secretary 
of state confidently saying that this immediate implementation should effectively 
overtake Mr Justice Ouseley's ruling, the new general power may actually offer little 
assistance in this instance."11 

Similarly, Nigel Adams, head of democratic services at Cotswold District Council said:  

"We understand that there are people, including some eminent legal people, who are 
not convinced that this part of the Localism Act does what Eric Pickles says it will do."12 

An article on the issue in the Local Government Lawyer by David Lawson, part of the 
public law team at Hardwicke, said: 

But it can be seen above that the judge's reasoning is really about the use of powers – 
the judgment says that powers should not be used “even to mark out” those who do not 
have certain beliefs. There will be limits on the general competence power – this case 
is a good example of the debates yet to come about the extent of those limits. Just 
because you have the power to do something (in a formal sense) that does not mean 
you have a right to do it. It may be that replacing narrow statutory powers with broad 
statutory powers will lead to a greater use of precedent to lay the boundary of legitimate 
local government action.13 

                                                           
7 https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/5965/2092311.pdf 
8 https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/5964/2092295.pdf 
9 https://www.gov.uk/government/news/eric-pickles-gives-councils-back-the-freedom-to-pray--2 
10 https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/6025/1829750.pdf 
(p12) 
11 http://www.bevanbrittan.com/articles/Pages/Bidefordprayers.aspx 
12 http://www.theguardian.com/local-government-network/2012/apr/05/eric-pickles-localism-town-hall-
prayers-confusion 
13 
http://www.localgovernmentlawyer.co.uk/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=9352%3At
he-power-of-prayer-or-the-power-to-pray&catid=49%3Acomment-a-analysis-articles&q=&Itemid=9 
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In reality, it is only the courts can declare whether prayers during council meetings are 
lawful or otherwise under the Localism Act, and this as yet, has not been tested in any 
court. 

Prevalence of council prayers 
Despite clear attempts from senior members of the Government to save the ‘tradition’ 
of prayers during council meetings, a Mail on Sunday investigation in October 2013 
found that just 59 of 271 councils, or 22%, still began meetings with a Bible reading or 
prayer at the start of meetings.14  
 
Communities Secretary Eric Pickles responded to the finding by stating: 
 
“It clear that some politically correct town hall officials are still trying to marginalise faith 
and impose an illiberal and intolerant secularism. We have given clear guidance that 
councils can pray and councillors who want to do so should ignore any flawed advice 
that says otherwise.” 

Local Government (Religious etc. Observances) Bill 
In June 2013 Conservative MP Matthew Offord introduced a Private Members' Bill15 to 
amend the Local Government Act of 1972 to give councils permission to hold prayers at 
their discretion. The bill was one of raft of Bills introduced by rebel Tory backbenchers 
intended to form an 'Alternative Queen's Speech'.16 

The Private Members' Bill is reported to be supported by Secretary of State for 
Communities and Local Government, Eric Pickles, casting doubt on his previous 
assertions that the Localism Act already gives local councils the power to hold prayers 
during meetings.  

Dr Offord said his bill was intended to stem what he saw as "a campaign against 
religious beliefs".17 The Conservative MP said he believed the previous ruling was an 
example of "a wave of attacks" on practices of faith, including, he said, the introduction 
of same-sex marriage, of which he is an outspoken opponent. 

Explaining his motivations for introducing the Bill, church-goer and Member of 
Parliament for Hendon, Dr Offord, said: "Reading prayers of any religion before 
meetings is something members of my constituency feel is important. It is something I 
always liked and I was upset when it was banned."18 

 

                                                           
14 http://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-2477486/Prayers-axed-town-halls-Just-22-cent-councils-
Bible-reading-start-meetings.html 
15 Local Government (Religious etc. Observances) Bill 2013-14 
http://services.parliament.uk/bills/2013-14/localgovernmentreligiousetcobservances.html 
16 http://www.conservativehome.com/thetorydiary/2013/06/the-alternative-queens-speech-the-full-list-
of-40-rebel-bills.html  
17 http://www.times-
series.co.uk/news/10498486.Prayer_ban_and_same_sex_marriage_part_of__campaign_against_reli
gious_beliefs___says_MP/?ref=mr 
18 http://www.times-
series.co.uk/news/10498486.Prayer_ban_and_same_sex_marriage_part_of__campaign_against_reli
gious_beliefs___says_MP/ 
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Religious Freedom 

Following the court ruling on prayers during council meetings, senior Church of England 
Bishops and a number of MPs attacked the ruling as “an assault on Britain’s Christian 
heritage.”19   
 
Church leaders said it amounted to a victory for an “aggressive secularist agenda” 
intent on banishing religion from public life. This view was echoed by the then 
Conservative co-chairwoman Baroness Warsi (now Minister for faith and communities) 
who warned of a rising tide of "militant secularisation”, telling the Daily Telegraph that 
religion was being "sidelined, marginalised and downgraded in the public sphere".20  

 
Mohammed Shafiq, chief executive of the Islamic Ramadhan Foundation, said the 
judgment was an “attack on all faith”. He said, “we are a religious country” and went on 
to describe the judgment as “an attack against freedom.”21 
 
Such reaction, bordering on hysterical, failed to recognise that an individual’s right to 
freedom of religion must always be balanced with another’s right to freedom from 
religion.  
 
Removing prayers from the formal business of council meetings does not impede the 
religious freedoms of believers or deny anybody the right to pray. It simply creates a 
neutral space and removes an unnecessary barrier to local democracy being equally 
representative of all sections of society. 
 
While the ruling was an important step in recognition of secularism in public life, it 
simply ensured all elected councillors, whatever their religious beliefs, could feel 
equally welcome at council meetings and be treated with equal respect. 
 
As Cllr Imran Khan, a Tory member of Reigate and Banstead Borough Council in 
Surrey, said:  
 
“This High Court judgment is a victory for everyone who believes that democracy and 
religious freedom is the cornerstone of western free society.”22 
 
Secularism is not opposed to religious belief or practice itself and takes no issue with 
people wishing to govern their private lives by reference to their religious beliefs, 
provided that does not limit the legal rights and freedoms of others. 
 

Community Cohesion 
During the court proceedings Bideford Town Council argued (albeit, unsupported by 
evidence) that prayers contribute to social cohesion.  

When prayers are exclusively Christian, as is often the case, we believe this position is 
unsustainable.  

                                                           
19 http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/religion/9074872/High-Court-council-prayers-ruling-an-attack-on-
centuries-old-Christian-traditions.html 
20 http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/religion/9080441/We-stand-side-by-side-with-the-Pope-in-fighting-
for-faith.html 
21 http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/religion/9074872/High-Court-council-prayers-ruling-an-attack-on-
centuries-old-Christian-traditions.html 
22 http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/religion/9074872/High-Court-council-prayers-ruling-an-attack-on-
centuries-old-Christian-traditions.html 
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In the name of pluralism and tolerance, a number of local authorities have introduced 
multi-faith prayers. Such initiatives, though often well meaning, still exclude the non-
religious and religiously unconcerned – and can in fact be a cause of tension, rather 
than cohesion. 

When Portsmouth Council allowed for a Muslim Imam to say a prayer during a meeting, 
a local councillor was accused of “disrespect” after excluding himself from the meeting 
while the prayer was said. The councillor told local media: “I don't feel it's appropriate 
for Muslim prayers to be said, as I don't feel we worship the same God as Muslims, so I 
left.”23 

Similarly, councillors in Shropshire called a fellow non-religious councillor “disgusting” 
after he wore headphones during a prayer held during a council meeting.24 

We believe community cohesion is best served by local authorities moving away from 
divisive practices, such as religious worship, that deter full involvement from all sections 
of communities they serve. 

What you can do 

Find out if your local authority still holds prayers as part of its council meetings. This will 
usually be indicated on the agenda, which should be publicly available on the local 
authority’s website. If prayers are still being held, please write to them using the 
information above, to inform them that the practice is unlawful, and asking them to 
remove prayers from the formal business. Please copy us in with any correspondence 
at admin@secularism.org.uk  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

For more information please contact: 

Stephen Evans 
Campaigns manager 

National Secular Society 
admin@secularism.org.uk 

 

                                                           
23 http://www.portsmouth.co.uk/news/local/councillor-leaves-meeting-to-avoid-islamic-prayer-1-
2358646 
24 http://www.shropshirestar.com/news/2010/06/09/disgust-as-councillor-skips-prayer-for-bob-dylan/ 
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