Freedom of Religion and Belief in the 21st Century

SUBMISSION to HREOC

Organisation Name: UnitingCare Commission Uniting Church in Australia, Synod of SA

If this is a group submission, briefly describe the objectives and activities or affiliation of your organisation.

The UnitingCare Commission is established by the Uniting Church, Synod of South

Australia to oversee, enable and further the work and responsibilities of the South Australian Synod with respect to its human service agencies and schools.

Approximately how many members are in your organisation?

The UnitingCare Commission presently has nine appointed members and three observers and works with 26 Uniting Church organisations including 12 community service agencies, 1 hospital, 4 aged care specific agencies, 7 schools, and 1 residential university college.

These organisations have several hundred board members, approximately 6000 staff and around 3500 volunteers.

Is your organisation affiliated with or associated with any religious or interfaith or civil or community organisations?

The UnitingCare Commission is a body of the Uniting Church in Australia, South Australian Synod.

The Uniting Church and its agencies are making a number of submissions to this review, the most substantial of which has been prepared by Uniting Justice and has a national perspective. This submission from the UnitingCare Commission in South Australia should be read in conjunction with the submission by Uniting Justice. It does not seek to replicate the responses in that submission but rather to address areas not covered in that submission.

Is your organisation an interfaith organisation?

No.

Have you participated in any interfaith service or activity during 2007/2008? If so, give details.

The UnitingCare Commission does not participate in interfaith activities, however the Uniting Church is part of a number of interfaith dialogues.

SUBMISSION

3 Religion and the State – practice and expression

The emergence of a multifaith Australia has brought issues regarding religious expression to the fore in debates, politically and culturally. This area is about balancing the expectations of faith-based organisations with civil society organisations.

1. What are some consequences of the emergence of faith based services as major government service delivery agencies?

a) 
Cost Effectiveness and Quality

In almost every instance faith-based services have pre-dated government services by hundreds, even thousands of years. Churches have pioneered a range of human services as part of their ministry. It is only comparatively recently that government has become involved as a regulator, a direct service provider and a funding authority.

Today, in the overwhelming number of instances, the community and government are extremely well served by faith based services receiving (mostly partial) funding in quality and cost-effectiveness. Faith based services invariable deliver more per government dollar for at least three reasons:

i. Faith based services contribute significant amounts of their own money and resources towards providing services in a number of different ways, for example, in kind, such as cost of land and buildings from which services are delivered; receipt of school fees, extensive fund raising, use of volunteers, etc..

ii. More recently government funding has failed to keep pace with the cost of service delivery, for example, the capital cost of building aged care facilities, the actual cost of administering and providing emergency relief. This has forced service providers to deliver the same or a greater amount of services with less and less funding.

iii. Faith based services (a) have at least a core of altruistic staff who are prepared to work the same, or more hours for the same pay. For example, many Catholic orders have nuns working in a range of capacities for less remuneration. (b) do not have to pay shareholders since they are not-forprofit.

Quality of service delivery, as exemplified by awards and recognition across all areas including aged care, education, risk management etc is at least as good as other sectors.

We are extremely concerned that in recent years levels of some funding have become critically low, even exploitive, as for example in aged care and emergency relief.

b) 
Professional Standards and Religious Requirements
It is our view that professional standards required of government funded faith-based
services should be those required by reasonable regulation and the conditions of funding should apply equally to all funded agencies. There should be no exemptions or variations on the grounds of the beliefs, practices or demands of any faith group, or civil society. If any group wishes to deliver a service determined by its values base that is not in accord with the terms of funding, then that organisation should fund the service itself.

However, requirements imposed by government should be related to the quality of the service and safety of the workplace. Requirements that prevent funded organisations from commenting on government policy or raising in the public arena issues of equity, funding, service delivery or government priorities are inappropriate.

No faith based or civil society service should be exempt from human rights and equal opportunity requirements. If, for example, women are not given equal opportunities, that service should not be funded by government. Conditions required by (for example) the Charter of Residents Rights in an aged care facility should not be varied, for example, to allow the operator to proselytise against residents’ wishes. If conditions of funding are seen to be oppressive or prejudicial, they should be re-negotiated and resolved on the basis of the requirements of service delivery, not on the basis of the religious or sectional requirements of the operator.

Where there is an irreconcilable and/or mutually exclusive disagreement, as for example an anti-abortion counselling service seeking funds to deliver counselling only within their own faith/ethical beliefs, then that service should not be funded.

2. How should government accommodate the needs of faith groups in addressing issues such as religion and education, faith schools, (the building of places of worship, religious symbols and religious dress practices)?

We believe religious groups should have the right to educate their own children, and

any others who self-select in, within their own faith ethos, providing it is within limits set by regulation and legislation. Those limits should include the following:

Every school should meet all requirements as determined by the relevant Commonwealth and State authorities. There should be no exemptions on faith or civil sectional grounds.

The base curriculum should meet all standards required. In particular, sections of required curriculum such as the teaching of evolution should not be excluded or denigrated on faith or doctrinal grounds. Neither should doctrinal variations such as intelligent design be substituted.

The practice and teaching of the faith, or adherence to a sectional civil group, should not be coercive nor associated with any physical or mental health concerns.

The teaching of the faith should not promote nor present as acceptable, practices which are abhorrent to Australian values, such as female mutilation. Nor should provision be made for children to travel overseas for such unacceptable procedures.

No school, faith or civil, its staff and administration should be exempt from any human rights or equal opportunity provision which might apply.

All films, videos, DVDs, PowerPoint presentations etc used on school grounds should be subject to classification by the relevant authority. The use of such items by a school which may be coercive or damaging to mental health should be strictly illegal.

The UnitingCare Commission believes the British system of faith schools should be closely studied with a view to its relevant principles being implemented in Australia. In particular, we are attracted to the principle of faith schools being an integral part of the State system, but administered in close collaboration with that faith community. It would appear this arrangement gives a much more effective level of child protection while still allowing a community to educate its children within its faith ethos.

A faith group may set up an out-of-hours school funded by that group, not in receipt of any government subsidy, for the purpose of teaching the tenets of its own faith. That school should still be subject to the prohibition of coercion, practices considered abhorrent to Australian values, and inappropriate videos, DVDs etc. However, it should be allowed to teach its own doctrine which might include things illegal in a day school context, such as creationism.

We are attracted to several of the 1998 Recommendations. In particular, in this context:

That an interfaith dialogue be established to:

1. examine methods of coercion in religious belief and practice and how they should be dealt with.

2. consider whether legal limitations should be imposed on religious groups regarding coercive tactics

3. formulate an agreed list of minimum standards for the practice of religious groups.

End of Submission
