7 3\ VOICE FOR
=2 )\ JUSTICE"

Overview of Government Plans to Reform Weddings Law

Key points of the Consultation

The Government's 2026 consultation, "Tying the Knot: Reforming weddings law in England and
Wales,"' proposes the most significant modernisation of weddings law in over two centuries.
Building on the Law Commission’s recommendations,? the consultation argues that the existing
legal framework, largely rooted in eighteenth- and nineteenth-century legislation, is inconsistent
and restrictive. The Government seeks views onreforms that it says is intended to make weddings
simpler, more “inclusive” and better suited to contemporary society, while maintaining the legal
significance of marriage. One of the most significant changes would be to permit non-religious
belief organisations, including Humanists, to conduct legally binding weddings, placing them on
an equal footing with recognised religious organisations. It should be noted that civil, non-
religious weddings have been an option since 1837.% Anglican weddings will remain unchanged.

Rather than focusing on whether a building is licensed for marriages, the legal responsibility
would rest with an authorised officiant who ensures the ceremony complies with the law. These
changes are said to allowcouples more flexibility tomarry in awider variety of locations, including
private homes, gardens and outdoor settings, provided the ceremony upholds the “dignity” and
seriousness of marriage. A single, legalframework is also proposed for most marriages, replacing
the current patchwork of different rules applying to civil and religious ceremonies.

The Government proposes a revised two-stage ‘preliminaries process’. Couples would complete
the administrative notice process online before attending a compulsory in-person interview with
a registrar. These interviews would focus on identifying potential forced, predatory or sham
marriages through questioning, and what the Government argues will be improved safeguarding
procedures. Notices of intended marriage would generally be published online, with exemptions
anticipated, so that certain individuals can be protected from threats including “honour-based
abuse” from ex-partners. Designed to protect Muslim and other women, this otherwise
commendable proposal undermines the Government’s intention to make wedding notices more
“public” than current rules require. Until now, wedding notices are displayed in Town Halls. The
idea of online public notices is to make it “easier to identify potential impediments to a marriage
and reinforcing the public nature of marriage.” Exempting some people from this system
undermines the ‘one law for all’ principle, arguably opening up victims to exploitation and abuse,
despite Government assurances to the contrary.

Government proposals for civil ceremonies would allow “spouse” to be used in the legally
required words for “couples who do not identify with the terms “husband” and “wife”.”* The
consultation also considers how legal consent to a marriage could be expressed through actions
or rituals, reflecting different religious or cultural traditions, rather than requiring prescribed
spoken words in all cases. The Government states that: “For many religious groups, expressing
their consent using the prescribed words is an imposition and out of place with their practices.”
Citing Hindu and Muslim wedding rituals as examples,® in what it calls “belief ceremonies”, the
Government proposes that rituals could be recognised as the moment when a marriage is legal.
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