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Tonight, | would like to mention some of the themes on which we have been working
over the past year. It is, by no means exhaustive, but is a short, seven-minute
snapshot. | would like to begin by thanking the slim but excellent teams at Eccleston
Square who work on policy, public engagement, and communications.

Assisted suicide and abortion

Let me start by talking about life issues. Despite the work of many people here, as well
as that of the bishops, this has not been a good year. The Bishops’ Conference has
undertaken a tremendous amount of work (much of it working with allies) on the
assisted suicide bill. This has included lobbying, encouraging the faithful to contact
MPs, working with Catholic and other Christian and Muslim medical professionals,
writing articles and letters, and a great deal of other work. We have undertaken
detailed scrutiny of the bill to identify practical as well as principled objections. That
work has now moved into the House of Lords. There is little doubt that the debate, as
well as the outcome of the vote at third reading, even if it was disappointing, did move
in our direction.

As well as the principle and the dangers of the slippery slope, we are concerned that
the assisted suicide bill has a weak conscience clause and that protections for health
and care workers are simply not practical. Also, Catholic hospices and care homes will
have to facilitate assisted suicide if requested. This is unacceptable and we have
worked with a wide range of other groups to rally opposition.

Next in this grim year came the amendment to the Crime and Policing bill to remove
from the criminal law the self-procuring of an abortion up to birth — something which is
a danger to both babies and women. This was debated for just 46 minutes in the House
of Commons. The amendment was designed to resolve the issue of women being
prosecuted after taking abortion pills which they obtained without an in-person
appointment, and which were then used at a late stage in their pregnancy. The problem
— putting aside the legal permissibility of abortion itself — is clearly the existence of the
pills-by-post scheme. Work in the House of Lords revolves around defeating this
amendment and reinstating in-person appointments.

At this point, perhaps | can thank all those who contribute to the Bishops’ Day for Life
fund which helps to provide finance for a whole range of activities that help promote
the sanctity of life in England and Wales. Ultimately, we must ensure that the unborn
baby is regarded, once again, as just that — a human being, with all the rights that
belong to a human being — who is not yet born. This requires a range of approaches
— pastoral, educational, cultural and political.

Economic issues

When it comes to economic issues, a key priority is child poverty. There are all sorts
of proximate and underlying causes of poverty which need both debate and action.
But, at the same time, the Church believes that we should respond to immediate needs
whatever might be those underlying causes. And there is little doubt that the two-child
cap on Universal Credit payments causes a great deal of difficulty for many families.
Indeed, now that unemployment is rising again, families who, perhaps, never
envisaged being in receipt of benefits and who were not the intended target of the cap
might well be caught by it. We have lobbied hard on this issue and encouraged the



faithful to do so. | think we have reached the stage, now, where it is not “if’ but “when”
the two-child cap will be removed.

But there is the wider problem of poverty. | think we all understand that the welfare
system carries a heavy burden with an ageing population and the number of children
who live with only one parent. And Catholics will have different views on how to
address poverty — the Catholic Union, of course, brings together people from different
political parties. The high cost of housing is a huge contributory factor. But, also, as
the bishops said in their general election statements, we have a tax and welfare
system which seems to penalise family formation and family life. The Catholic Union
campaigned on that issue, with some traction, a few years ago and it might be worth
revisiting that.

We have also been highlighting within parliament the excellent work done by Caritas
Social Action Network members and by Catholic schools to address poverty on the
ground. This work has contributed to the government’s own inquiry into child poverty.

Miscellaneous issues

Let me now comment on a few issues on which we have done sustained work and
where there is a need to continue to promote a Catholic perspective. Work on criminal
justice never stops. We issued a major publication on criminal justice called
‘Remember Me” nearly a year ago. There is continual public pressure to respond to
crime simply by longer custodial sentences. We need to seek a better way which
combines justice, mercy, rehabilitation and redemption and which is fair to offenders,
those who work in the criminal justice system, victims of crime, the general public and
taxpayers. | would urge Catholic Union members and parliamentarians to consider this
issue carefully, learning lessons from reforms in other countries, as well as from our
document. There is no reason why a cross-party consensus should not be reached on
this to prevent the political arms race of promising longer sentences in response to
any news item relating to crime.

Recently, we had the recent release of the Aid to the Church in Need “Religious
Freedom of the World” report. Half of the world’s population lives in countries where
there is religious persecution or oppression. Unless we understand that religious
expression is a fundamental aspect of freedom of conscience and part of our very
being — and not just a lifestyle choice as is often thought in the secular West — we will
not properly address this scourge. Freedom of Religion and Belief is now a Bishops’
Conference workstream and we will work with others to ensure that it gets the attention
it deserves.

It is also worth mentioning that there are Welsh elections next year. All Christian
members of the Senedd appreciate the work we do in Wales because we take the
Senedd’s work seriously, providing high quality briefings on a range of issues. The
elections could transform the political situation in Wales with the elections taking place
under a new electoral system.

Finally, | would like to mention the importance of our sacred places. Especially in
relation to listed buildings, the Conference works closely with dioceses and with
governments to try to ensure that grants are equally as available to Catholic churches
as they are to places of worship of other faiths. This is a continual battle, and your
support is welcome. We find it especially helpful when MPs are aware of a listed place
of worship in their own constituency — this is particularly so (as is nearly always the



case with Catholic churches) when there is a diverse and engaged worshipping
community.

Finally, many thanks for all the work you do supporting the Church in parliament. If you
are at a loss to know what to do in the face of so many challenges, praying is always
a good option. Your advocacy and your prayers are always appreciated.

Professor Philip Booth



