ADDENDUM TO LEAVE OF ABSENCE POLICY - NON-UNIVERSAL RELIGIOUS FESTIVALS

INTRODUCTION 

Guidance on responding to requests from staff for time off for religious festivals/events is covered within the Leave of Absence Policy for school-based staff and teachers in centrally-managed services.  This addendum to the Policy focuses on religious events that do not take place annually or are not observed by all members of a particular religion, for example, the Hajj pilgrimage made by Muslims.
HAJJ
Requests for time off to undertake Hajj represents a large proportion of the requests for leave for religious observance.  Hajj is the pilgrimage to Mecca, Saudi Arabia, and is considered one of the five "pillars" of Islam.  Muslims are required to make the pilgrimage once in a lifetime if they are physically and financially able to make the journey.  However, some Muslims perform Hajj more than once in their lives, for example, Muslim men who are obliged to accompany a widowed mother or a sister for Hajj. Each year Hajj falls during the 12th month of the Islamic calendar, approximately two months after the end of Ramadan. As all Islamic holidays are observed according to a lunar-based calendar, the exact dates change from year to year and do not become clear until the actual date approaches.  Staff will typically seek between two-three weeks leave to undertake the Hajj.  
RESPONDING TO REQUESTS FOR LEAVE
Although there is no express right to time off work for religious observance, Headteachers should aim to accommodate such requests where practical, bearing in mind that such occasions are clearly of significant personal importance to the individuals concerned.  With this in mind, forward planning on the part of both Headteachers and staff for time off for observance of religious festivals and events is necessary. 

For their part, staff should submit leave requests in writing, stating the reason for the request and the relevant dates and giving as much notice as possible. Where the exact dates of leave required are not known at the time of the request, an approximate idea should be given.  Staff are asked to be mindful that, although Headteachers will endeavour to accommodate leave requests for religious observance, this may not always be possible. 

The Table on page 6 of the Leave of Absence Policy outlines the recommended maximum number of days paid leave per academic year in a range of circumstances.  The Policy provides for one day’s paid leave per year for observance of religious festivals, with the option of one additional day as unpaid leave.  

Requests for ‘Extended Leave’ are covered on page 14: ”If a member of staff requests extended leave for the purpose of going on a pilgrimage, Headteachers should attempt to accommodate the request, bearing in mind that for many staff this is a once-in-a-lifetime experience. Where staff have an annual leave entitlement, the expectation is that this would be used. If the extended leave exceeds this entitlement, the excess days would be classed as unpaid leave.”
For staff who do not have an annual leave entitlement, any extended leave granted would be on an unpaid basis, apart from the first day which would be classed as paid leave (in line with the Table on page 6).  
The granting of a request for extended leave for religious purposes would mean that the individual had exhausted their allowance for leave for such purposes for one academic year. 
WHEN IT MAY NOT BE POSSIBLE TO GRANT LEAVE
Headteachers should consider factors such as continuity of educational provision, and the health and safety, budgetary, and organisational implications of requests for time off.  

Whilst it may be possible for one or a small number of employees to be absent, it may be difficult if numerous requests are made.  In these instances, the Headteacher is recommended to discuss the matter with the employees affected, and their Trade Union/Professional Association with the aim of exploring all the available options to minimise the potential disadvantage to staff of a particular religion/belief and balance the needs of the school and other employees.  Such discussions should be held in a timely manner, as uncertainty over whether requests for time off will be granted until very near the occasion itself may cause unnecessary distress.
KEEPING WRITTEN RECORDS

Headteachers should retain written records leave of requested, granted and not granted.

