CAMBRIDGESHIRE FIRE AND RESCUE SERVICE 


GUIDELINES ON EQUALITY AND DIVERSITY
Religion and Belief

Aim 

The aim of these guidelines is to provide managers with the knowledge and understanding to prevent discrimination on grounds of religion or belief (including having no religion or belief) and to manage diversity among their staff.   
These guidelines also provide background information for all employees who wish to expand their understanding of diversity and equality and should be read in conjunction with Cambridgeshire Fire and Rescue Service’s (CFRS/the Service) Equality and Diversity Policy and other diversity guidelines.  

What is Religion or Belief? 

Religion or belief is not explicitly defined in legislation but for the purpose of managing diversity in employment, would include well known major religions e.g. Christianity, Islam, Judaism, Buddhism as well as other religious beliefs or similar philosophical beliefs such as Paganism, Druidry, and Humanism.  It does not include any philosophical belief or political belief unless it is similar to religious belief. 
To come under the scope of the legislation a “belief” would have to be profoundly held and affect one’s way of life or view of the world.  Contact the Diversity Adviser if you are unsure whether a particular belief or religion falls under the scope of this guidance. 
The Regulations and Protection from Discrimination 

The Regulations offer protection to workers by making it unlawful to treat them less favourably than others because of religion or belief or the absence of a religion or belief.  The protection may be from direct discrimination, indirect discrimination, harassment or victimising someone who has (or intends to) make a complaint about discrimination. (See guidelines on the Nature of Discrimination). 


In some circumstances indirect discrimination may be justified if there is a legitimate aim for a certain practice (e.g. to meet health and safety rules) and the practice is proportionate to that aim (i.e. it is necessary and there is no alternative).  See Exceptions and Justification below.  
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In very limited circumstances there may be a genuine occupational requirement (GOR) for a worker to be of a particular religion or belief in order to do their job.  At present there are no jobs in CFRS where a GOR can be claimed. 

Religion/Belief Issues Likely to Arise at Work

The most common day-to-day expectations of staff are likely to be around 
· prayer rituals
· fasting

· time off on holy days
· dress code or appearance 
· observing bereavement rituals.  
While there is no absolute right to observe a religion or faith while at work, managers should try to accommodate the religious/belief needs of their staff to avoid unintentional discrimination and as part of their ongoing promotion of diversity.   However there may be occasions when refusal could be justified because of organisational needs.  Managers should always take advice from their Human Resources Adviser or Diversity Adviser before refusing to accommodate a religious or belief need.  Some examples of what employees might want are given below as guidance:

· Orthodox Jews – may want to avoid working on the Sabbath (from sunset on Friday till dusk on Saturday). 

· Practising Christians may want to avoid working on particular holy days e.g. Christmas, Easter. 

· Followers of several religions (including Hindus, Buddhists and Muslims) may be vegetarians or want to avoid eating certain meat products. 

· Hindus observe an extended period of mourning following the death of a member of their immediate family.  

· Muslims may wish to pray regularly throughout the working day.  During Ramadan, Muslims may want to fast from just before dawn to sunset (this includes not drinking). 

· Non-Christians may want to avoid traditional Service activities like attending Christmas carol services or representing the Service at Church-based observances of Remembrance Day.   

Checklist - What Should Managers Do? 

Managers and supervisors must listen to reasonable requests by employees who want to observe their religion during working hours.  Where possible, they should accommodate this request taking all circumstances into consideration.  Not every circumstance can be covered here, and each request or issue needs to be considered in the light of the relevant religion, personal circumstances and the organisational needs at the time.  The following checklist gives sample questions and possible solutions to help managers.    

· Can a temporary change to hours of work or shift patterns be made to accommodate a request for time off for religious observance (e.g. collective prayer, holy days etc.)?
Ask other staff if they are able to cover (as would happen if e.g. a staff member was on a training course).  If it can be accommodated then do so.   

· What are our messing/canteen arrangements?  Could the system accommodate vegans, vegetarians?

Discuss with staff who have specific requirements and with cooks.  Where staff bring their own food in to work, consider where and how they may store it and how to let everyone know. 
· Are there enough people on shift/in the team for me to allow an employee’s short-notice request for extended leave following the death of a close family member?

Consider options for providing cover and discuss with the employee.  Every circumstance is different but if the employee’s need can be accommodated then do so. 

· Is there a suitable room at this station/building that could be used for prayer and contemplation if required?

This doesn’t need to be a designated “prayer room”.  It might be an office, training room or storage area that is not constantly used for another reason.  If there is no such room, consider what you would do if an employee asked you for access to a private area to pray.  Raise it with the Station Manager and Human Resources Adviser if necessary. 
· What does a “suitable room” mean and how can I find out? 

Know your staff.  Ask employees, colleagues of different faiths what their requirements might be.  Consider cleanliness, space and proximity to a washing area.  Look at the ACAS guidance on commonly practiced religions.  Ask your Human Resources Adviser for help. 
· Do the requirements of the job mean that an employee can have 5 – 10 minutes for prayer?  Could they have this time instead of a tea-break? 

Ask them what they need, how much time they will need and try to find a solution together.  If there are regular tea breaks it may be that you can offset some of this time.  Consider use of flexi time where such arrangements apply to the employee.   
· Do they need any other facilities apart from a quiet room?  

No-one is expected to be an expert in every religion or belief so don’t be afraid to ask the employee concerned.  Consider the proximity of washing facilities. 

· Could I give those who are fasting a meal break at different times?
Be sensitive to those who might not want to join colleagues at mealtimes when they are fasting.  Consider giving them an alternate meal break when they are permitted to eat (where operational requirements permit). 
· What do I need to tell the rest of the Watch/Team  to help them understand why these arrangements are necessary and to encourage respect for differences in religion and belief?   

Discuss with the employee who needs specific arrangements to practise his/her faith how they would like it handled.  Do they want to talk to colleagues about it themselves or would they prefer you as their manager to raise it?  This provides a good opportunity for everyone to expand their knowledge.  
· Are members of my Watch/Team being teased because they do not join in social life with colleagues which is pub and alcohol based?  What do I need to do about this? 

If you believe such teasing is happening you must address it and remind staff that this kind of behaviour could amount to harassment on grounds of religion.. 
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Exceptions and Justification

While the guiding principle is to try to accommodate different needs, there will clearly be circumstances where the needs of the Service (particularly as an emergency service) come first.  Emergency response, and health and safety requirements are two criteria where a manager would normally be able to justify not accommodating a religious observance.  However these should not be relied on as a “get-out” clause without giving each request proper thought.   

Working Together 

There is always the potential for tension when handling issues around different beliefs and faiths.  A key factor to reducing this is to have accurate information about the religions and beliefs with which you might not be familiar.  Talking to staff about their requirements and discussing together how this might be accommodated is more likely to achieve positive results rather than trying to “go it alone”.  Support can also be sought from your Human Resources Adviser or Diversity Adviser.  This is an area where different Watches/Stations /Districts/Teams/Groups can share good practice.  Please let the Diversity Adviser know, by e-mail, of any request and response that has worked well or that needed some creative thinking to accommodate. 


Frequently Asked Questions 
Q  Can I ask about someone’s religion or belief at their selection or transfer/promotion interview? 
A.  No.  Interviews are about finding out whether someone has the right personal qualities, abilities and skills to do a specific job.  Personal questions about someone’s belief or religion should not be asked.  It is good practice not to ask any personal questions at interview.  Questions about dietary or other requirements due to religion or belief during selection, ADC or promotion processes should generally be asked by Human Resources prior to the process and not at interview.  

Q.  How will I know if I have unintentionally discriminated or caused offence? 

A.  Individual staff may tell you or you may be approached by their trade union representative or a colleague.  They may raise a grievance or use the Prevention of Bullying and Harassment procedures.  Wherever possible, try to create a climate where staff can raise issues of concern with you informally.  Think through practices and procedures in advance and get others views to avoid having a negative impact on someone’s religion or belief.  Seek advice from Human Resources or Diversity Adviser.  
Q.  Should we ban discussions about religion or belief to avoid claims of harassment?  

A.  If you have ensured your staff understand the Prevention of Bullying and Harassment Policy then they should be able to distinguish between reasonable discussion and offensive behaviour.  A ban is likely to create bad feeling and cause more problems than it solves.  Try and create an atmosphere where staff can speak up if they feel others comments are offensive.

Q.  None of my staff are particularly religious so I don’t need to bother with this do I?

A.  Staff members may not wish to discuss their religion or beliefs at work and just because they don’t appear to you to be “religious” does not mean they don’t hold certain beliefs.  Also those who do not have any religion or belief are also entitled to protection from discrimination.  

Q.  Does CFRS collect information about religion or belief?  

A.  Job applicants are asked to give their religion or belief on the Diversity Monitoring Form that is used to measure the “diversity” of the people who apply to the Service for jobs.  It is the intention of the Service to collect the same data from existing staff from 2007.  Although individuals do not have to provide this information, it is important if we are to try and measure the progress of our diversity plans. 



Example:  Firefighter Y practices Buddhism and because of his beliefs, tells the Watch that he cannot prepare lunch at weekends where meat is involved.  He is teased by his colleagues and accused of “shirking”.  Crew and Watch Manager do not intervene. 





Insisting that he helps prepare meals which include meat is likely to be indirect discrimination if there is an alternative and the teasing is likely to be harassment on grounds of religion or belief.    








Example:  Firefighter X, who is a practising Roman Catholic and wants to attend Mass on Easter Sunday, asks his manager if he can swap shifts.   His manager refuses to consider it on the grounds that “it’s not fair on the rest of the Watch”.  





This is likely to be indirect discrimination.  Although the requirement to have correct crewing levels on Easter Sunday is a legitimate aim, insisting that this particular individual works on that day is not a proportionate way of achieving it if there is an alternative.  If someone else is prepared to swap so crewing isn’t adversely affected, there is no justification for insisting the person making the request works on that particular day. 





Example:   A worker, who for religious reasons is vegetarian, feels unable to store her lunch in a fridge next to meat sandwiches of a colleague.  After consultation with staff, a policy is introduced whereby all food must be stored in sealed containers and kept on appropriate shelves marked clearly “meat” and “vegetarian”. 








Example:


A member of staff is devout in her religious belief.  She continually refers to her colleagues as “heathens” and warns them of the consequences they may suffer as a result of their lack of belief.  Distressed by her intimidating behaviour, her colleagues complain to their manager that they are being harassed.  The harassment is unlawful because it is directed at work colleagues because they have no religious belief. 





Case study





Firefighter Z is new to his Station.  Because of his religious beliefs he does not want to undress or shower in front of others and there is only a communal shower room at his Station.  He asks his Station Manager if adaptations could be made and a separate shower and changing cubicle installed.  The manager expresses sympathy but says it will probably be too expensive and he can’t be given any special treatment.  





Insisting on communal showering without investigating any alternatives is likely to be indirect discrimination.  If, after proper enquiry, it is considered to be impractical to build a separate unit, there may be other alternatives such as ensuring FF Z has time to shower and change on his own before or after his colleagues.  It would be good practice to ask FF Z to tell his colleagues why this is necessary and they may need to be reminded to treat this arrangement with respect.  Meeting his needs is not “special treatment” - it is simply ensuring he is not disadvantaged by a practice that cannot be justified as it is not a real business need.  








Example:  A practising Sikh wishes to become a Firefighter.  At the recruitment open day it is pointed out to him that the health and safety requirements for wearing the current breathing apparatus (BA) are such that he would need to shave his beard.  He is unable to do this because of his religion.  





This is indirect discrimination but it can be justified because protecting the health and safety of firefighters is a “legitimate aim” and the wearing of BA is a proportionate way of achieving that and there is (at present) no alternative.
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