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Terms of Reference – Religion and Belief Regional Equality Network

Purpose

The purpose of the network: “To be a regional equality network for religion and belief across the South West region.”  The co-ordination and administration of the network will be by Faithnetsouthwest and Equality South West. The costs for Network Meetings including travel, care and other agreed expenses will be met by ESW, up to an agreed level. 
Definitions

Key definitions of terms used:

Religion and belief: The 2006 Equality Act (which also amended the definition in the Employment Equality (Religion

or Belief) Regulations 2003) gives these definitions:

(a) “religion” means any religion,

(b) “belief” means any religious or philosophical belief,

(c) a reference to religion includes a reference to lack of religion, and

(d) a reference to belief includes a reference to lack of belief

Equality - is about a society where everyone can participate and has the opportunity to fulfil their potential.   It is backed by legislation designed to address unfair discrimination based on individual characteristics or membership of a particular group. 

Equal Opportunities -This term denotes that all policies, procedures and practices promote equal access and treatment, free from discrimination, for all members of society or of the organisation, regardless of age, disability, gender, gender identity, race, religion, belief or sexual orientation.  ‘Equal’ does not mean ‘the same’ but rather a commitment to anticipate and take appropriate action to remove barriers that might impede the needs and/or interests of any of the individuals or groups concerned.   

Diversity - is about the recognition and valuing of difference in the broadest sense.  It is about a culture and practices that recognises, respects, values and harness difference for the benefit of society, organisations and individuals.
Equality therefore results from positive responses to the diversity of interests and needs of individuals rather than from treating everyone the same. 
Aims and objectives

1.
To promote a greater understanding of the diverse religions and belief systems in the region and to work to break down prejudice and misunderstanding and improve the religious literacy of public sector bodies, the voluntary and community sector and the wider community.  
2. 
To identify and prioritise specific projects to raise the profile of the contribution that people with different religions and beliefs can make to the well being of the whole community.

3.
To respond to current issues and public debate, representing as far as possible, the views of religious groups and people with other beliefs on the issues to ensure equality in respect of religion, belief and non belief.
4.
To monitor and respond to legislation and policy initiatives which have particular implications for people of different religions and beliefs 

5.
To identify possible areas of agreement or common ground between people of different religions and beliefs.

Criteria for membership of the Network
1.
Forum members, whilst not appointed as official spokespersons of their religious or belief 
community, will be expected to have:
· an awareness of the needs and opportunities of their local area 

· an understanding of the nature and diversity of their religious / belief community

· some experience of or a willingness to gain experience of engagement in public policy issues

· a willingness and ability to disseminate relevant information from the Network to their own community and other relevant organisations and networks in their local area (and vice versa)
· a commitment to an appropriate level of involvement in network meetings and activities to ensure the ongoing sustainability and usefulness of the network
2.
Members of the Network should be willing to sign up to the guidance on Building Good Relations with People of Different Faiths and Beliefs and the ESW Ways of working together, attached at Appendix 1. 
3.
Members of the network should be proactive in filling in any gaps in representation 
from religious and belief communities and/or local areas in the region without 
representation.

4.
Specific individuals with particular contributions or skills that would be of benefit to 
the Network can be invited to join, subject to agreement from the Network members. 

5. 
The membership should incorporate a broad spread of geographic coverage across the SW region and a diversity of religious / belief perspectives.

Decision making and reporting processes

1. The (Annual General Meeting (AGM) of the Network may elect a Chair and Vice Chair, by a simple majority vote.
2. The network may nominate two members (usually including the Chair) from the Network to the Board of Equality South West (ESW); these individuals should wherever possible represent both the “Religion” & the “Belief” perspectives of the network.
3. The Terms of Reference shall be reviewed annually at the AGM.
4.
Decisions shall be by a majority (51%), except changes to the Terms of Reference which 
should only be by a two thirds majority of current members, at an annual meeting.

5.
A report from the Network should be submitted to the quarterly Board meetings of 
Equality South West 
6.
The Network should meet at least twice a year and then as required through the year in order to meet its aims and objectives and deliver the projects that it identifies and prioritises.
7.
Small working groups can be formed to work on specific projects as agreed and these 
should report back to the full Network. 

Building Good Relations with People of Different Faiths and Beliefs

The Inter Faith Network for the UK was founded in 1987 to promote good relations between the faith communities of this country.  The following code is endorsed by all its member bodies.

In Britain today, people of many different faiths and beliefs live side by side.  The opportunity lies before us to work together to build a society rooted in the values we treasure.  But this society can only be built on a sure foundation of mutual respect, openness and trust.  This means finding ways to live our lives of faith with integrity, and allowing others to do so too.  Our different religious traditions offer us many resources for this and teach us the importance of good relationships characterised by honesty, compassion and generosity of spirit.  The Inter Faith Network offers the following code of conduct for encouraging and strengthening these relationships.  

As members of the human family, we should show each other respect and courtesy.  In our dealings with people of other faiths and beliefs this means exercising good will and:

· respecting other people’s freedom within the law to express their beliefs and convictions,

· learning to understand what others actually believe and value, and letting them express this in their own terms,

· respecting the convictions of others about food, dress and social etiquette and not behaving in ways which cause needless offence,

· recognising that all of us at times fall short of the ideals of our own traditions and never comparing our own ideals with other people’s practices,

· working to prevent disagreement from leading to conflict,

· always seeking to avoid violence in our relationships

When we talk about matters of faith with one another, we need to do so with sensitivity, honesty and straightforwardness.  This means:

· recognising that listening as well as speaking is necessary for a genuine conversation,

· being honest about our beliefs and religious allegiances

· not misrepresenting or disparaging other people’s beliefs and practices

· correcting misunderstanding or misrepresentations not only of our own but also of other faiths whenever we come across them

· being straightforward about our intentions

· accepting that in formal inter-faith meetings there is a particular responsibility to ensure that the religious commitment of all those who are present will be respected.

All of us want others to understand and respect our views.  Some people will also want to persuade others to join their faith.  In a multi-faith society where this is permitted, the attempt should always be characterised by self-restraint and a concern for the other’s freedom and dignity.  This means:

· respecting another person’s expressed wish to be left alone

· avoiding imposing ourselves and our views on individuals or communities who are in vulnerable situations in ways which exploit these

· being sensitive and courteous

· avoiding violent action or language, threats, manipulation, improper inducements, or the misuse of any kind of power

· respecting the right of others to disagree with us.

Living and working together is not always easy.  Religion harnesses deep emotions which can sometimes take destructive forms.  Where this happens, we must draw on our faith to bring about reconciliation and understanding.  The truest fruits of religion are healing and positive.  We have a great deal to learn from one another which can enrich us without undermining our own identities.  Together, listening and responding with openness and respect, we can move forward to work in ways that acknowledge genuine differences but build on shared hopes and values.


Ground Rules for Working Well Together

· Listen to what other people have to say; everyone’s contribution is relevant and valuable.

· Do not interrupt: Wait for someone to finish speaking before you begin and give people a chance to respond.

· Be assertive but not aggressive.

· Accept differences of opinion and respect each other’s personal differences.

· Do not use abusive or discriminatory language, or say things that might hurt people.

· Try to encourage everyone in the group to participate fully by giving them a chance to speak and by making them feel comfortable and supported.

· Maintain confidentiality when it is requested so that people can speak openly.

· Be clear when you speak, avoid using jargon and initials; not everyone will know what you are talking about and it can make people feel excluded.

· Aim to have a discussion rather than an argument – share ideas, ask questions and follow on from what other people are saying rather than making a speech.

· Be aware of and courteous to other people around you – for example by turning off your mobile phone during sessions.
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