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EQUALITIES AND HUMAN RIGHTS COMMITTEE 

CHILDREN (EQUAL PROTECTION FROM ASSAULT) (SCOTLAND) BILL  

SUBMISSION FROM RIVER OF LIFE CHURCH 

 

Introduction 

My wife and I are writing to submit evidence for the committee in relation to the ‘reasonable 
chastisement’ aspect of the above Bill. We write as parents of five children, but also as 
Pastors of the River of Life Church – a contemporary Christian Church in Dumfries, 
consisting of some 100+ individuals and with a commitment to support the wider community 
in our town. 

In representing our Church, we recognise that there will be, as in any group of people, a 
range of views, but are certain our comments are typical of those made by the vast majority 
of those attending our Church every Sunday. Many have spoken to us of their concerns 
about the Bill. Our congregation consists of a spectrum of ages, but more toward the 
younger end than the older folk you’d often think of as a Church congregation – we have 
many families with young children and a range of backgrounds and ethnicities – Filipino, 
African, American, several European countries and, of course, British/Scottish. It’s fair to 
say we are a multi-cultural, family Church. 

There are a number of serious reservations we have about this proposed legislation. We 
imagine they will be points also made by others, but we’ll re-iterate them here, from our own 
perspective, context and experience: 

Criminalising good parents 

We have grave concerns that this Bill would be taken by some as an excuse to further an 
extreme form of parenting which is out of step of the rest of society, resulting in loving, 
balanced, well rounded parents being victimised for a using reasonable chastisement which 
has been successfully used, in conjunction with other disciplinary methods, by generations 
before them. Physical abuse is already legislated for, through existing laws, so children are 
protected at the moment anyway. This Bill seems to pander to the opinion of an extreme 
view that any physical chastisement (and in some cases any chastisement whatsoever) is 
bad for children.  

The example of Sweden is raised as a template for this legislation. Our family lived in 
Sweden for a year, in 1990; ten years after the introduction of a smacking ban. We 
witnessed first-hand the damage it was doing to the confidence of parents and the fear that 
they could be reported for the slightest physical contact which might be perceived as 
physical chastisement. Believe me – this is not the kind of society we would want in 
Scotland, where our reputation is for ‘Freedom!’. Furthermore, statistics showed that the 
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consequence of this was in fact a greater level of serious physical abuse, since parents ‘lost 
their rag’, rather than keeping things steady and under considered control. 

Family life 

We know from our own experience and the experience of others in our Church, that 
peaceful, healthy family life depends on the maintenance of a level of principles, attitudes 
and actions which are thoughtful to others, respectful of property, considerate of the 
environment – aspects of good behaviour which are valued in society and we believe that 
the backstop of loving, considered, restrained chastisement enables parents to maintain 
those values. The introduction of this Bill would definitely be a hindrance to healthy family 
life. 

Maintaining discipline in society 

No one can argue that there are standards and rules in society which need to be 
maintained – with the exception of anarchists! Evidence clearly shows that individuals’ 
attitude to discipline is primarily formed in the family home. The proposals in this draft Bill 
threaten to erode the roles and rights of parents to decide for themselves how to discipline 
their children. Evidence from Sweden supports our view that a total smacking ban 
undermines the confidence of parents to teach their children what is acceptable behaviour 
and what is not. The experience of our personal friends in Sweden reinforce that evidence 
in the way they have seen Swedish society degenerate over the past 30 years, particularly 
in the realm of interpersonal violence. Violent crime was almost non-existent in those days, 
but has become a serious problem there today. 

Religious freedoms 

The Biblical concept for society is one where the family is the foundational institution. As 
such, Christianity places emphasis on the roles and responsibilities of parents as the 
‘reflection’ of the relationship between Christ and his Church; God and humankind. The role 
of the state is therefore to support parents in their role, rather than to dictate how to do it. 
Discipline is described in the Bible as an important element of that relationship and 
therefore Christians tend to pay more attention to it. Consequently, this proposed Bill has 
raised a great deal of disquiet in the Christian community in the fear that government 
intrusion in family life and in styles of loving parenting is contrary to our beliefs. Our advice 
is to proceed with caution and we are grateful for this opportunity for the public (including 
faith communities) to make our voice known. 

Overstretched services 

No one can escape the realisation that Police Scotland, social services, Citizens Advice, 
and public services in general are fully stretched these days. It seems foolish to us that the 
government would consider placing extra unneeded stress on those services, when they 
have much better things to do. Our interaction with our local police service, for instance 
over illegal parking, has revealed that they simply cannot police that issue, due to pressure 
of work dealing with crimes of a much more serious nature. The situation is mirrored with 
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our local Social Work department, with promises of help never materialising, appointments 
missed and staff on sick leave due to high stress levels. Introducing this Bill onto the statue 
book would be a grievous travesty in the light of rising crime levels and pressures in 
society. 

Public opinion  

Independent research (e.g. ComRes in 2017) demonstrates substantial, majority grass-
roots opposition the Scottish Government criminalising reasonable physical chastisement 
(smacking), with 74% opposed and only 14% in favour. 

Children are not adults 

Finally, we note that the draft Bill seeks to equate children with adults. This approach is 
seriously flawed – parenting five children through all the stages of their development, we 
can testify to the fact that at each stage a different approach is required, but not until late 
teens, can one assume they are adult. Any child psychologist will agree that it’s completely 
inappropriate to equate the state of childhood with adulthood. Consequently, the 
fundamental assumption of this Bill is shaky, at best. 

Conclusion 

Our advice is to drop this draft Bill – it’s neither appropriate, necessary or wanted and 
indeed, if it were to become law, would cause a great deal of distress and disquiet to 
extremely good, capable, God-fearing (and non-God-fearing) parents. 

 

 

Kind regards, 

Mark and Helen Smith. 

 


