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Scotland's justice secretary has said he will give "serious consideration" to a warning from a
coalition of public figures that a new hate crime bill would undermine free expression.

Last week a group of actors, artists, campaigners and others signed an open letter which warned
about the bill's potential impact on artistic expression and free speech.

The letter expressed particular concern that someone could be convicted of stirring up hatred
without any intent being examined.

The bill creates new offences of 'stirring up hatred', including on religious grounds. Its current
drafting means people would be convicted of an offence if their behaviour is judged "threatening or
abusive" and intended or "likely" to stir up hatred.

The National Secular Society has raised concerns similar to those highlighted in the letter since the
bill was introduced.

In recent weeks police representatives, legal experts, opposition politicians, press freedom
advocates and others have also criticised the bill.

Content of latest letter

The letter, coordinated by the Humanist Society of Scotland, said the bill as currently worded could
"frustrate rational debate and discussion which has a fundamental role in society including in
artistic endeavour".

In response, Yousaf tweeted that the letter would "be given serious consideration" and said he
would "reflect further on" the concern that 'stirring up' offences should be restricted to intent only.

Warnings from the NSS and others

The NSS recently warned that ministers' plans represented "an unacceptable erosion of freedom of
expression", in response to a consultation held by the Scottish parliament.

As part of its response the society said it should be necessary to prove criminal intent if the
offences are introduced.

The NSS is also a supporter of the Free to Disagree campaign, which is calling for a rethink of the
bill. Free to Disagree said the fact intent would be unnecessary to secure a conviction "drastically
widens the reach of the offence" in its response to the consultation.

And the Humanist Society of Scotland's chief executive, Fraser Sutherland, has said the fact intent
would not need to be proven "risks a significant chilling effect on free expression".

NSS response

https://www.humanism.scot/what-we-do/news/coalition-of-artists-authors-journalists-and-campaigners-call-for-changes-to-hate-crime-bill/
https://www.secularism.org.uk/news/2020/07/widespread-concern-over-hate-crime-bill-must-prompt-rethink-says-nss
https://twitter.com/HumzaYousaf/status/1293122049398001666
https://www.secularism.org.uk/news/2020/07/dont-erode-free-speech-nss-warns-scottish-parliament
https://www.secularism.org.uk/news/2020/07/dont-erode-free-speech-nss-warns-scottish-parliament
https://freetodisagree.scot/wp-content/uploads/2020/07/Free-to-Disagree-campaign-response-to-Hate-Crime-Bill-call-for-views.pdf
https://freetodisagree.scot/wp-content/uploads/2020/07/Free-to-Disagree-campaign-response-to-Hate-Crime-Bill-call-for-views.pdf


NSS head of communications Chris Sloggett said the justice secretary's response to the
letter was "a step in the right direction".

"Humza Yousaf's response to this letter is a welcome sign. The fact that someone could be
convicted of an offence without showing intent under the bill, as it's currently drafted, is a
significant concern which needs to be addressed.

"This should also prompt a broader reflection on the plan to introduce 'stirring up hatred'
offences in this bill, to ensure freedom of expression is protected."

Read more about the NSS's position on the bill and its work to protect free expression in Scotland.

Image: Humza Yousaf (contains information licensed under the Open Scottish Parliament Licence
V.2)
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We must empower secular schools to assert their ethos

When Islamists tried to bully Michaela Community School, the school refused to back down. Other
schools have not been so successful in challenging religious intimidation. Megan Manson explores
what made Michaela different. Read More »

NSS announces major conference on protecting liberal
values

Kenan Malik, Joan Smith and more speaking at NSS Secularism 2024 conference in London. Read
More »

NSS hosts talk with author of Annie Besant book

Renowned author Michael Meyer discusses 'A Dirty, Filthy Book' in online event. Read More »

Three years on, the lessons of Batley are yet to be learned

The Batley affair exposed the Islamist threat to UK schools. We're still yet to come to terms with its
implications, says Jack Rivington. Read More »

Response unit needed to tackle blasphemy flashpoints,
report says

Recommendations echo NSS calls for more support for schools facing religious intimidation and
threats. Read More »
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