Written evidence submitted by the National Secular Society (CPS0026)
Introduction
The National Secular Society (NSS) is a not-for-profit, non-governmental civil society organisation founded in 1866, funded by its members and by donations. We advocate for separation of religion and state and promote secularism as the best means of creating a society in which people of all religions and none can live together fairly and cohesively. We seek a diverse society where all are free to practise their faith, change it, or to have no faith at all. We uphold the universality of individual human rights, which should never be overridden on the grounds of religion, tradition or culture.  
Where local or national government partners with voluntary, community and social enterprise (VCSE) organisations to deliver community services, including the delivery of the child poverty strategy, such services should be provided in a secular manner, open to all, without seeking to convert anyone or otherwise discriminating against anyone on grounds of religion or belief.
Many faith-based groups do carry out public service provision without imposing their beliefs on service users or discriminating against users, employees or volunteers. Unfortunately, some religious groups unethically exploit their position as service providers to vulnerable people to advance their religion, or use dubious claims of “genuine occupational requirements” as an excuse to only hire workers or volunteers of a particular religion.
Additionally, some faith groups promote extremist or divisive ideologies, including misogyny, homophobia or intolerance towards others of different religions and beliefs. We believe the Government should not partner with such groups.
This response therefore urges the Government to ensure safeguards are in place to prevent faith groups they partner with from proselytising or discriminating while providing services contributing to the Child Poverty Strategy. It should also ensure that it does not partner with groups that promote extremist or divisive views.
Our response also highlights how Equality Act exemptions regarding the admissions policies at state-funded faith schools may undermine strategies to tackle socio-economic discrimination and segregation. We urge the Government to remove these exemptions to ensure no school can directly or indirectly discriminate against pupils on the basis of religion, belief, race, disability or socio-economic status.

What will the distributional impacts of the Strategy be, including across the regions and nations of the UK and among different groups of children and families with protected characteristics?
Partnering with faith groups without safeguards in place to prevent the imposition of religious agendas on vulnerable people could be especially detrimental to people with protected characteristics.

We note that the Child Poverty Strategy refers to engaging with faith groups, and that faith groups have been putting the Government under pressure to work with them. In February, bishop of Lincoln Stephen Conway (who has since been arrested on suspicion of sexual assault[footnoteRef:2]) used his privileged position as a lord spiritual to push for more religion in the strategy. He asked an oral question on what plans the Government has “to facilitate consultation and collaboration with faith-based and voluntary sector organisations” on deliverying the Strategy, and said he was “concerned that faith is not mentioned more prominently in the Government’s child poverty strategy”. The Minister of State, Department for Work and Pensions Baroness Sherlock replied that the Government is “committed to harnessing the power of faith and belief for national renewal”[footnoteRef:3]. [2:  https://news.sky.com/story/bishop-of-lincoln-arrested-on-suspicion-of-sexual-assault-13510228 ]  [3:  https://hansard.parliament.uk/lords/2026-02-03/debates/2D792465-ABB3-4E5D-B18B-D05D9E2BA607/ChildPovertyFaith-BasedAndVoluntarySectorOrganisations ] 

While we do not object in principle to faith groups being involved in delivering the Child Poverty Strategy or other community services, we are concerned about faith groups being given a privileged role in their delivery, and that in some cases their inclusion could be based more on the demands of religious groups than the best interests of children in poverty. 
We have specific concerns about the inclusion of Christians Against Poverty (CAP) in the Child Poverty Strategy. We urge the Department not to include CAP, unless it agrees not to proselytise while delivering debt advice and related services.
CAP is an evangelical organisation whose charitable objects include advancing the Christian faith – something it openly states in its latest annual report[footnoteRef:4]. It has a poor reputation amongst professional debt advisers due to its ethically dubious practices. CAP's debt advice service is based around volunteers visiting 'clients' in their homes. Its debt service is not delivered by expert, qualified debt advisers such as those that work for Citizens Advice. Instead, it is delivered by debt 'coaches' who are supported by telephone from staff based in the CAP central office. [4:  https://bynder.capuk.org/m/77e39a12abf419ec/original/CAP-Annual-Report-2024-2025-1.pdf ] 

CAP’s evangelical agenda is evident throughout its material; for example:
· It says its vision is “to see people across the UK released from poverty, living with faith in Jesus[footnoteRef:5]”.  [5:  https://capuk.org/about-us/our-vision ] 

· A testimony about CAP’s life skills group links the ‘life skills’ activities with converting to Christianity: “It was real now, Jesus was part of my life. It was real. Jesus died for me like he did everyone else. And he’s now making my life better. From that moment on, all the little issues in our life started to fix themselves. I can sleep at night without the worries that I used to have because things are just fixing themselves, it’s just slowly but surely, bit by bit. And it’s all down to the life skills. The life skills helped us financially and then led me to church. It led me to Jesus[footnoteRef:6].” [6:  https://capuk.org/get-help/life-skills ] 

· In CAP’s latest annual report[footnoteRef:7], its Chair of the Board of Trustees says CAP is “always seeking to bring the good news of Jesus alongside practical, often life-saving, help” and that CAP continues to “share our faith”. [7:  https://bynder.capuk.org/m/77e39a12abf419ec/original/CAP-Annual-Report-2024-2025-1.pdf ] 

Advice UK, the national charity which supports independent advice services, terminated CAP’s membership in 2011 when it judged the ‘emotional fee’ of asking clients to pray whist offering debt advice to be incompatible with membership[footnoteRef:8].   [8:  https://www.civilsociety.co.uk/news/christian-debt-charity-quits-support-network-over-prayer-policy.html ] 

The ethics of using service delivery to vulnerable people as a mechanism for advancing religion has been criticised by other experts. According to a 2020 report on Faith responses to modern slavery from the Universities of Sheffield and Leeds, a number of religious organisations helping survivors of modern slavery have self-imposed safeguards that warn against discussing faith with clients. The report mentions one such organisation which employs "a careful separation of faith" from "day-to-day operations". The report concludes that all organisations in contact with potential survivors of modern slavery should implement the 'non-proselytisation clause' of the Human Trafficking Foundation Slavery and Trafficking Survivor Care Standards[footnoteRef:9]. [9:  https://www.sheffield.ac.uk/media/8409/download ] 

CAP also has a policy of only recruiting Christians, which appears to be applied to all roles regardless of the duties involved[footnoteRef:10]. This is likely to be in conflict with local and national government commitments to promoting equality. [10:  https://capuk.org/get-involved/join-the-team#:~:text=Genuine%20occupational%20requirement ] 

Partnering with debt advice services with an evangelical agenda and an exclusionary hiring policy, such as CAP, is likely to have a particularly negative impact on people based on the following protected characteristics:
· Religion or belief: Users who are not Christian referred to debt advisers or other services with an evangelical Christian agenda are likely to find such a service alienating. They will also be unlikely to work or volunteer with an organisation like CAP. 
· Race: Race often strongly correlates with religion. Racial groups less likely to be Christian will be disadvantaged by services which push a Christian agenda.
· Sexual orientation and gender reassignment: Conservative Christian teachings hold that same-sex relationships are sinful, and often have strict gender roles. LGBT people will therefore suffer a detriment if they are referred to services which push a conservative Christian agenda.
CAP’s approach should be contrasted with that of the Trussell Trust. Trussell has a Christian ethos and works with churches, but unlike CAP the advancement of Christianity is not part of its charitable objects[footnoteRef:11]. Its material makes no references to any agenda to convert people to Christianity and no testimonies from converted people. Trussell’s approach demonstrates it is certainly possible for a Christian organisation to provide services to people experiencing poverty or other money issues without proselytising.  [11:  https://register-of-charities.charitycommission.gov.uk/en/charity-search/-/charity-details/4017223/governing-document?_uk_gov_ccew_onereg_charitydetails_web_portlet_CharityDetailsPortlet_organisationNumber=4017223 ] 

Additionally, we are concerned some faith groups promote religious ideology that is extreme or intolerant. There are recent cases of the Government being forced to cancel funding to such groups once these views are exposed.
One example is Christian charity Zion Projects, which was awarded £43,220 by the Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities as part of the previous Government’s 'Faith New Deal' fund exclusively for religious groups to deliver public services. It was forced to end this funding agreement in 2023 after the NSS discovered footage of the charity’s chair calling Islam "demonic" and "a very strong force of spiritual wickedness" as part of a Zion Projects sermon[footnoteRef:12].  [12:  https://www.secularism.org.uk/news/2023/04/government-terminates-funding-of-hate-speech-christian-group ] 

Another example is Islamic charity Green Lane Masjid and Community Centre, which was in line to receive a £2.2 million ‘youth investment fund’ from the previous Government. This was paused after the NSS raised concerns about the well-documented history of antisemitism, homophobia and misogyny promoted by preachers who speak at the mosque[footnoteRef:13]. In addition to being recognised by HMRC for gift aid, the charity has received over £533,000 in grants from the Home Office and the Department for Digital, Culture, Media & Sport since 2020. This includes grants for the UK’s refugee resettlement scheme[footnoteRef:14]. Since the ‘youth investment fund’ was cancelled, the NSS has referred the charity to the Charity Commission three times for promoting misogyny and condoning violence against women[footnoteRef:15]. [13:  https://www.secularism.org.uk/news/2023/08/government-awards-22m-grant-to-homophobic-and-misogynistic-mosque ]  [14:  More information: https://www.secularism.org.uk/uploads/mission-and-misogyny-read-the-full-report.pdf ]  [15:  https://www.secularism.org.uk/news/2026/01/religious-charity-says-men-can-physically-discipline-wives ] 

As these cases demonstrate, failing to ensure faith groups are not promoting intolerance or hate before partnering with them risks causing detriment to families on the basis of the protected characteristics of race, religion or belief, sex, sexual orientation and gender reassignment. 
Finally, we are concerned that local government is being encouraged to use or replicate the APPG on Faith and Society’s ‘faith covenant’ to increase its connections with faith groups. In a Westminster Hall debate on social cohesion in March, the APPG chair Zöe Franklin said: “I hope that people will grasp the opportunity to instigate more faith covenants across the country, so that faith groups are treated not simply as stakeholders, but as trusted partners”[footnoteRef:16]. [16:  https://hansard.parliament.uk/commons/2026-03-03/debates/49968B4F-B631-49FB-93DB-15706A9C2F60/CommunityCohesion ] 

Prior to 2021, the NSS publicly supported the faith covenant[footnoteRef:17], because it forbade faith groups from proselytising while delivering services under the covenant. But at the beginning of 2021, the APPG removed this part from the covenant. As a result, the covenant offers no protection to the public against unwanted evangelism. Minutes[footnoteRef:18] from the APPG's October 2020 meeting reveal some faith groups opposed the "without proselytising" clause. Stephen Timms said faith groups in Southampton felt that "without proselytising" meant they "can't do any religious outreach work", while Rev Debbie Sellin said the clause was a "stumbling block for a couple of churches". This would suggest that these groups do in fact wish to proselytise to service users - something the faith covenant was originally meant to prevent, and which demonstrates the need for an explicit non-proselytising clause. [17:  https://www.secularism.org.uk/opinion/2020/02/faith-groups-should-practice-without-preaching-when-helping-the-vulnerable ]  [18:  https://www.faithandsociety.org/minutes/2020-10-05/ ] 

We know several faith groups partnered with public authorities do proselytise to vulnerable service users. One recent example is Azalea, which trains its volunteers to preach to trafficked women and uses unethical tactics to prevent the women from talking back[footnoteRef:19]. [19:  https://www.secularism.org.uk/news/2025/03/nss-criticises-council-link-with-charity-which-preaches-to-trafficked-women ] 

Similarly, All Souls Serve the City, which the previous government awarded £7,747 through its ‘Faith New Deal Pilot Fund’, targets women in the sex industry for bible study classes[footnoteRef:20]. [20:  https://www.secularism.org.uk/news/2022/11/government-funds-charity-bringing-biblical-truth-to-sex-workers ] 

We therefore urge the Government not to use the faith covenant as a basis for partnership with faith groups, unless there is a non-proselytising clause in place.

What impact might the Strategy have on children who experience other specific barriers, for example, children with experience of the care system; children at risk of criminal exploitation; and children at risk of entering the criminal justice system?
Despite the push from faith groups to be more involved in the Child Poverty Strategy, admissions policies in state-funded schools run by religious institutions are exacerbating problems for children with specific barriers – including children with experience of the care system.
Most types of state-funded faith schools can prioritise children whose families share the faith of the school over other children. This means, for example, a Catholic school can prioritise a child baptised as a Catholic who is not in care over a non-Catholic child who is in care.
In spite of its lobbying to be more involved in the Child Poverty Strategy, the Church of England’s own schools are also frequently selective in this way. Many Church of England schools prioritise children whose families belong to the Anglican church. Some even prioritise these children above children in care who are not Anglican; an example is the Blue Coat CofE School in Oldham[footnoteRef:21], rated as the 4th most socially exclusive state secondary school in England by Comprehensive Future[footnoteRef:22].    [21:  https://www.blue-coat.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/01/BCS-Admissions-Policy-Entry-2027-FINAL.pdf ]  [22:  https://trak.org.uk/mind-the-gap/ ] 

In 2024, some local authorities similarly told the Office of the Schools Adjudicator that faith schools in their area "effectively disadvantage" children in care who are not of the school's faith, with one authority describing faith schools as the "main difficulty we face" in ensuring admissions serve the needs of looked-after and previously looked-after children[footnoteRef:23]. The same issue was reported the following year[footnoteRef:24]. [23:  https://www.secularism.org.uk/news/2024/03/councils-say-faith-schools-disadvantaging-looked-after-children ]  [24:  https://www.secularism.org.uk/news/2025/07/child-in-care-denied-first-choice-school-due-to-faith-admissions ] 

Recent studies consistently indicate faith schools admit fewer children elligible for free school meals[footnoteRef:25], leading to barriers for children in poverty. Recent research also suggests faith schools admit fewer children with special educational needs and disabilities (SEND)[footnoteRef:26]. Last year, the Government admitted faith school admissions are likely to disadvantage certain racial groups[footnoteRef:27]. The Child Poverty Strategy says ethnic minority families and families with disability have particularly high poverty risks; admissions policies which disadvantage these groups will undermine the strategy. [25:  https://www.secularism.org.uk/news/2025/12/revealed-faith-schools-among-least-inclusive-in-england ]  [26:  https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/03054985.2023.2249818 ]  [27:  https://www.secularism.org.uk/news/2025/09/judge-faith-school-admissions-can-indirectly-discriminate-on-race ] 

We therefore urge the Government to remove the Equality Act exemptions which permit faith-based admissions in state-funded faith schools, to ensure children most affected by and at risk of poverty face no barriers to education at their local school. 

How well does the Child Poverty Strategy link to the Government's work on social mobility? Are there any further strategic ambitions or outcomes that the Government should focus on to support social mobility? For example, relating to closing the educational attainment gap and supporting high aspirations among children and young people.?
Please see our response in Section 3 above. Because faith-based selection at state-funded faith schools is linked to socio-economic segregation and disadvantages children from low income households, children with SEND, children with experience of the care system and children from certain ethnic backgrounds, we urge the Government to end the ability of these schools to select children based on religion. 


What data is available and necessary to monitor child poverty and the impact of interventions, across protected characteristics, at the local level?
We are concerned that a comprehensive record of schools which use faith-based criteria in their admissions does not exist. 
Although the Department for Education’s online Get Information About Schools service includes details about whether a school selects pupils based on sex or academic performance, it does not include details about faith-based selectivity. This means it is impossible to get an accurate picture of how many families, and in which areas of the country, are potentially facing a detriment from faith-based selection. It also makes it more difficult for families to ascertain which schools are most suitable for them to apply for. 
We therefore urge the Government to require schools to submit information on whether they use faith-based criteria in any part of their admissions arrangements, and to publish this information on the Get Information About Schools service. 
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