
NSS welcomes decision not to hire chaplain
to say council prayers
Posted: Thu, 10th Sep 2020

The National Secular Society has welcomed a decision by the mayor of Swale borough council in
Kent not to appoint a civic chaplain to conduct council prayers.

Paul Stephen, of the Swale Independents Alliance, has said he will not replace an outgoing
chaplain after the council recently passed an equality and diversity motion.

He told local paper Kent Online two weeks ago: "As we live in a multi-faith society, myself and a
large majority of the coalition decided that employing the services of just one faith was not in
keeping with the equality and diversity motion."

Swale borough council is currently run by a coalition of independent, Labour, Liberal Democrat and
Green councillors.

In a letter to the council, NSS chief executive Stephen Evans expressed support for the mayor's
decision.

He said: "We agree that local government meetings should be conducted in a manner equally
welcoming to all attendees, irrespective of their personal beliefs."

The letter also said council prayers may contribute to rising political disengagement, as they fuel
feelings of alienation within an increasingly secular and religiously diverse society.

Explaining the NSS's decision to send the letter, Mr Evans said: "Holding prayers as part of
council meetings imposes one set of religious beliefs on councillors who may not share
them.

"It's an exclusionary practice which undermines democratic principles and efforts to
encourage a diverse range of people to engage in politics.

"Swale and other councils which currently hold prayers within official business should now
either replace them with a more appropriate alternative or scrap them."

The mayor's decision has been criticised by the outgoing chaplain, Colin Johnson, and a local
reverend.

Notes

The Local Government (Religious Etc. Observances) Act enables a majority of councillors to
impose acts of worship on other councillors in England. A number of local authorities begin
their meetings with prayer as part of their official business.
In 2013 an investigation found more than three-quarters of local councils do not hold prayers
at meetings.
According to the 2019 British Social Attitudes survey over 50% of the population have no
religion. Just 12% of Britons are affiliated to the Church of England, including just one per
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cent of young adults.
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End prayers in parliament and councils

Prayers aren’t government business.

Read More
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Majority of public support removing Isle of Man bishop’s vote

Most Manx residents back removing prayers and votes for clerics from parliament. Read More »

End prayers in House of Commons, NSS urges Speaker

Speaker should use his position to end symbolic Church of England privilege in Parliament, NSS
says. Read More »
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Peer calls for more secular democracy in RE debate

Lord Warner challenges prayers in parliament and schools, bishops' bench, and faith schools.
Read More »

NSS welcomes council decision to replace prayers at
meetings

The National Secular Society has welcomed a council's decision to replace prayers at meetings
with a 'moment of contemplation'.... Read More »

Tackling CofE privilege unites Anglicans and atheists at NSS
event

Politicians and priests united to challenge Church of England privileges at a National Secular
Society event in parliament... Read More »
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