1. Background

The idea of a statement on religious diversity was raised by the New Zealand multi-faith delegation to the first Asia-Pacific Dialogue on Interfaith Cooperation held in Yogyakarta, Indonesia, in December 2004. It was a response to the challenges of increased religious diversity in New Zealand in the context of regional and global conflicts involving religion. 

The Yogyakarta delegation was impressed by a number of examples within the region where the state has taken an active role in affirming both religions and religious tolerance. They were attracted to the idea of a national statement on religious tolerance such as exists in Indonesia and Singapore, and as a result, recommended that New Zealand Government and faith communities develop a national statement on religious tolerance, to be widely distributed in the community. 

It was envisaged that the statement would also serve as a reminder that more needs to be done to increase the inclusiveness of New Zealand society and to develop robust relationships between faiths and between them and government.
2. Rationale

The rationale behind the Statement on Religious Diversity is the need to acknowledge the fact of New Zealand’s increasing and unprecedented religious diversity and its implications in developing ways of living together peacefully with our religious and cultural differences. The Statement affirms the right of New Zealanders to express, practice and promote their religious traditions within the framework of New Zealand law and to acknowledge that the same rights are afforded to other New Zealanders. This also extends to the right to have no religion. 

3. Reference Group Established

Following the August 2006 Interfaith Forum, Professor Paul Morris and Race Relations Commissioner Joris de Bres convened a Reference Group of faith community and human rights representatives at Victoria University in October 2006. The purpose of the Reference Group was to further discuss the proposal to develop a National Statement on Religious Diversity. 
Members of the Reference Group included Bishop Richard Randerson, Dean of Auckland Anglican Cathedral; Joris de Bres, Race Relations Commissioner; Paul Morris, Professor of Religious Studies, Victoria University of Wellington; Pushpa Wood, Wellington Interfaith Council; Catholic Archbishop John Dew; Rohan Jaduram, Human Rights Commission; Reihana Ali, Federation of Islamic Associations; Bev Watson, Baha’i; Glyn Carpenter, Vision Network New Zealand; and Jenny Te Paa, St. Johns Theological College.

4. Public Consultation and Debate

The Statement was released for public consultation in mid October 2006 with a closing date for comment of 15 December 2006. The Race Relations Commissioner invited city and district councils to take a lead role in discussion at the community level on the basis that local government has an important role to play in fostering intercultural understanding in local communities. Mayors were invited to organise local forums to discuss the statement and invite public comment. 
In the event, interfaith forums were organised by Local Government in Auckland, Stratford and New Plymouth, Wellington, Porirua, Levin, and Dunedin, with a total of 210 participants at the forums. Interfaith Councils including the Nelson Multi-Ethnic Council, the Council of Christians and Muslims Wellington, and Waikato Interfaith Council also organised meetings. The Commission received feedback from groups such as the National Council of Women of New Zealand, NZ Post Primary Teachers’ Association, the NZ School Trustees Association, and UNESCO. Other group submissions were from Christian, Jewish, Muslim, Rationalist/Humanist, Sikh and Baha’i groups. 
The Statement aroused further public interest when Prime Minister Helen Clark made comment on the National Statement on Religious Diversity in December 2006. Under the heading Clark Calls for Action to Combat Extremism, the New Zealand Herald reported that the Prime Minister generally supported the Statement as a means to help New Zealand maintain some autonomy in light of current racial and religious tensions overseas.

The Statement went through various drafts and revisions as many of the suggestions received throughout the public consultation process were incorporated into the Statement.

Paul Morris presented the Revised Statement at the fourth National Interfaith Forum at Waikato University in Hamilton on February 19, 2007. The presentation outlined and explained the changes that had made to the Draft Statement after a further meeting of the Reference Group. The Interfaith Forum in Hamilton resolved as follows:
This Fourth National Interfaith Forum, at Waikato University on February 19th 2007,

1. Expresses its appreciation of the work done on the National Statement on Religious Diversity, and all the people who have engaged with it;

2. Endorses the Revised Statement as presented and discussed at this meeting, as the basis for further dialogue; and

3. Urges communities to engage with the Statement as a means of promoting further dialogue and understanding. 
There was an outburst of articles and editorials published in the New Zealand Herald around the time of the Interfaith Forum in Hamilton, exemplifying the passionate dialogue that the Statement has provoked. Among the headings in the Herald, these four show a wide range of views expressed by New Zealanders in the debate sparked by the Statement: Denying State Religion Like Treason; Non-Christians looking for More than Tolerance; Zealots Block Road to Religious Diversity; and Spirit of Tolerance is the Heritage.
5. Progress to Date and Intended Direction
The current version of the Statement on Religious Diversity was completed in February 2007, taking into account comments made at the Interfaith Forum and by others subsequently. It is now intended to publish it in the form of a small booklet with some additional commentary to reflect the discussions that have taken place.   This booklet will be widely distributed as a basis for ongoing discussion and dialogue.  Organisations are invited to endorse the statement and to provide further suggestions on its content for future review.  Endorsements will be publicised on this website.  Please email endorsements and suggestions to nzdiversity@hrc.co.nz . 
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