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Evidence from the Catholic Union of Great Britain to the  
Joint Committee on Human Rights inquiry into 

the Government's response to Covid-19: human rights implications of long lockdown 
 
Introduction: 
 

1. The Catholic Union of Great Britain is the leading representative group for lay 
Catholics in Britain. We seek to promote the views and interests of the 4.5 million 
Catholics in England, Wales, and Scotland. 

 
2. The Catholic Union welcomes this inquiry into the Government's response to Covid-

19: human rights implications of long lockdown, and the opportunity to take part in 
the call for evidence. 

 
3. We will limit our evidence to the impact of lockdown on freedom of religion and belief, 

and in particular on collective worship. Our evidence will seek to address the 
question of whether interferences with freedom of religion and belief during the 
pandemic have been proportionate. 

 
Catholic Union position: 
 

4. The Catholic Union acknowledges the pandemic has been difficult for many people. 
Millions are continuing to endure hardship as a result of the health and economic 
emergency we are facing – putting a huge strain on people’s health, family budgets 
and relationships. 

 
5. In many cases the decision to close churches and ban religious services has made 

this difficult time even harder for people who would usually have found comfort and 
support from their church. 

 
6. Much of the assessment work from the Government, and arms-length bodies like 

Public Health England, about the impact of Covid-19 has been on the economy and 
the NHS, with the impact on civil society too often overlooked. 

 
7. The right to freedom of religion (including the right to worship) is one of the 

foundations of any free and democratic society. It is recognised as such by all major 
human rights instruments, including the International Covenant on Civil and Political 
Rights and the European Convention on Human Rights (part of our law by reason of 
the Human Rights Act 1998). The United Kingdom is not only a party to these 
conventions but was a driving force in drafting them. 

 
8. Our courts as well as the European Court of Human Rights expressly categorise this 

freedom as being one of the foundations of a democratic society. For this reason, 
any law that bans religious worship must be strictly justified by some powerful 
countervailing consideration.  

 
9. Article 9 of the European Convention on Human Rights prohibits governments 

interfering with religious practice, except where the restriction is “necessary in a 
democratic society in the interests of public safety, for the protection of public order, 
health or morals, or for the protection of the rights and freedoms of others.”i To be 
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lawful, therefore, the Government must have conducted a specific ECHR compliant 
proportionality exercise to show that churches are a significant source of spread of 
the virus. We are not aware of such an assessment being carried out. 

 
10. Catholic churches across the country – like many places of worship – took steps to 

limit the spread of Covid-19 before the Government intervened. In many cases this 
went beyond any steps that other organisations were taking at that time, something 
which is rarely acknowledged by public health officials.  

 
11. While closing places of worship in the first national lockdown was extremely painful, it 

was understood that we faced an unknown virus and the priority was to protect the 
NHS and save lives. However, in recognition of the seriousness of the decision, the 
Government should have been looking at ways to open places of worship as quickly 
and as safely as possible. The Catholic Union believes that reopening places of 
worship was not a priority for the Government at that time. 

 
12. The Government’s Covid-19 Recovery Strategy, published in May 2020, contained 

just one mention of places of worship. The strategy set out an ambition to open 
places of worship as part of the third and final step in the plan for reopening. 

 
13. On 15 May 2020, the Government announced a new Taskforce to develop plans to 

reopen places of worship safely. While the establishment of this group was welcome, 
work to consider how to reopen places of worship should have begun sooner.  

 
14. The situation was not helped by the lack of a clear and strong voice for faiths in 

Government. An Independent Faith Engagement Review has been set up to consider 
broader questions around the Government’s engagement with faith groups, and the 
Catholic Union has submitted evidence as part of the consultation work of the review. 

 
15. The work of the Taskforce on places of worship, which included Cardinal Vincent 

Nichols, led to places of worship in England being able to open for private prayer 
from 15 June 2020, and eventually open for public worship from 4 July 2020. 

 
16. Churches across the country worked hard to make their buildings Covid-secure and 

enforce social distancing. One-way systems were put in places, pews roped off to 
allow for social distancing and disinfected after use, and churches also signed up to 
the NHS Test and Trace programme. These measures seemed to us to be both 
rigorous and effective. 

 
17. The Catholic Union strongly opposed the decision to ban religious services as part of 

the new national restrictions in England during November 2020. More shops and 
services were deemed to be essential during this second lockdown, and yet churches 
had to close their doors for services once again. The message to faith groups was 
that public worship was not considered essential. This was not helped by the fact that 
places of worship were omitted from the Prime Minister’s speech on 31 October 2020 
which announced the new restrictions. 

 
18. The decision was particularly frustrating given the lack of evidence for places of 

worship contributing to the spread of the virus. When giving evidence to the House of 
Commons Science and Technology Committee on 3 November 2020, the 
Government’s Chief Medical Adviser said that “all the faith communities in the UK 
have been extraordinarily responsible”. He went on to say that: “There is some very 
weak data to imply that even if a place of worship has been incredibly good about 
being Covid-secure, by bringing people together, people can congregate outside and 
do things which do lead to transmission”, but added that much of this is “anecdotal” 
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and not “scientific fact”ii. When asked whether transmission in places of worship was 
statistically significant or negligible, Sir Patrick Vallance said: “I don’t think we have 
good data to answer that with any degree of certainty”iii. 

 
19. These comments show that the government did not carry out the rigorous exercise it 

was required to do before seeking to restrict a fundamental democratic right. The 
Government should apply more rigorous scrutiny to any measure interfering with 
freedom of worship. 

 
20. The Catholic Union welcomed the decision to allow places of worship to remain open 

for private prayer and worship in England during the third national lockdown. Catholic 
Bishops have stressed that the obligation for Catholics to attend Mass remains 
suspended throughout the pandemic, and there will be some churches that cannot 
open in a Covid-secure way on account of their size or location. But it is right that the 
decision on whether to attend church services is left to the individual. 

 
21. We expressed our disappointment at the decision of the Scottish Government to 

close churches for private prayer and worship again earlier this month (January 
2021). We understand that the same evidence from the Scientific Advisory Group for 
Emergencies (SAGE) was used to inform decisions made by the UK Government in 
Westminster acting for England and the Scottish Government acting for Scotland. 
This highlights the extent to which politics, along with scientific evidence, has shaped 
decisions during this pandemic.  

 
Conclusion: 
 

22. The Catholic Union notes the high levels of religious freedom enjoyed by people in 
this country compared to many other parts of the world. However, we are concerned 
that at times during this pandemic there has been a disproportionate interference 
with people’s freedom of religion or belief. 
 

23. We note that this interference has not always come from the UK Government as the 
devolved administrations have taken a greater role in determining regulations in 
different nations of the UK. 

 
24. The Catholic Union notes the words from Bishop John Sherrington, Auxiliary Bishop 

of Westminster on the importance of allowing prayer and worship to continue in our 
churches: “Our churches are making a significant contribution to the personal 
resilience and inner strength of people which is much needed at this time. Many are 
hubs from which essential support is offered especially to those most in need, 
extending well beyond the faith communities which use them. This includes the 
regular provision of food; the care of the homeless; and being a place of peace and 
reflection (which is safe) for many whose living conditions are very limited. This will 
become more appreciated as the programme of vaccination increases. The vital link 
between prayer and action is important to maintain this service.”iv We hope that this 
contribution of churches will be recognised and reflected in future decisions. 

 

i https://www.echr.coe.int/documents/convention_eng.pdf  
ii https://committees.parliament.uk/oralevidence/1122/html/  
iii Ibid. 
iv https://rcdow.org.uk/news/role-of-our-churches-during-current-lockdown/  
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