Equality South West Response to the Consultation on the Equality Framework for Local Government 2008
Equality South West works closely to support Local Authorities in the South West to develop and implement best practice in the area of equality and diversity.  We therefore have a number of comments to make in response to the consultation around one of the key tools that this sector uses to mainstream equality and diversity in its policy and practice.  We recognise however that it is those individuals who are and have been working with the standard “at the coal face” who are best placed to comment on the fine detail of the framework and therefore have limited our comments, in the main to broader points, as detailed below: 

1) We are concerned over the short lead in time for the new framework – an April launch with authorities expected to immediately implement a new framework does not leave much room for staff awareness training , technical issues etc  - is there sufficient time to pilot the new framework between when the consultation finishes in September and implementation in April?

2) We welcome the proposals to include a fifth area of  “knowing your communities – equality mapping “ as monitoring and data collection is often an area of weakness or gaps and is essential if evidenced base decision making and service delivery which meets community needs is to be achieved. However we are concerned that the structure of the framework is still not as clear and user friendly as it could be.
3) As well as understanding the differences within  and between particular groups there is also a need to understand and recognise similarities – a reference to the wider human rights approach should be included i.e. we are all human beings who have the right to be treated with respect and dignity.  With regards to human rights it would be preferable to see at least some reference to human rights and the interrelationships with equality built into the framework.  With the shift towards adopting a human rights framework for equality in the UK, we feel that local government will find itself in a catch up position in its approach if the issue is left to a future revision of the local government equality standard.
4) We have some concerns that relying solely on  peer challenge and self assessment, whilst providing a cheaper alternative to external verification, could run the risk of devaluing the credibility of the standard and the levels achieved – will there be any independent verification or moderation undertaken e.g. a sampling exercise on an annual basis?

5) One of the main criticisms of the original standard was that it was difficult for non equality specialists to understand.  This weakness does not appear to have been sufficiently addressed through the revision.  There is still a lot of jargon and there appear to be assumptions being made about the level of understanding of the user in relation to equality and diversity.  The criteria should be as clear and simple as possible with supporting guidance that gives clear and relevant examples that help to “make it real” for staff, service managers, directors and elected members. (see also points 8 & 9 below)
6) It is good to see greater linkages between other frameworks, strategies and policy agendas being made in the document. However, the links should be made against each criterion so it is clear and easy for managers who are not equality specialists to see how implementing the standard supports and adds value to their work, in relation to the drivers that influence them and their service area.  This will also help equality practitioners to understand what drivers they can use to instigate the desired change within different services by understanding the constraints and pressures that the service managers that they are working with are under. With reference to Local Area Agreements it may be worth examining work already undertaken on equality and diversity and LAAs, commissioned by Government Office South West (GOSW) and the initial recommendations falling out of this. In a perfect world it would be good to see a direct link between CAA and the framework so that achievement of the top level in CAA’s becomes inter-dependent on reaching at least the “achieving” level of the equality framework?
7) It is pleasing to see that existing work undertaken by Local government can be built upon and carried forward rather than authorities having to start again from scratch. However, the standard needs to fulfil a dual purpose as both a tool for improvement as well as a vehicle for accreditation – the balance in its present format is perhaps too strongly weighted towards the accreditation function and not sufficiently towards improvement.
8) We would suggest that more detailed guidance to accompany the framework will be needed particularly for those authorities on levels 1 & 2 of the current standard who are only at the beginning of their journey and therefore whose understanding and culture change to date may be more limited than those authorities who are further along the equality journey.

9) Authorities who are more advanced will probably need guidance or support mechanisms for areas that are more advanced or complex e.g. where equality issues interact with other pieces of legislation such as procurement or building equality into partnership working as with LAAs and LSPs.

10) We feel that for Excellent status, best practice should be being achieved with the authorities achieving this level going above and beyond legal compliance.

11) Will the accredited consultants be local to different regions so that they are able to bring not just an understanding of the new framework but also how it can be tailored to the particular local needs of an area.

12) It would be useful to know whether people on the ground both equality officers and other Local authority staff have been fully involved in the revision – if not then this would seem to be the best way forward to achieve a tool that is fit for purpose and able to be used by those at whom it is endeavouring to support.

13) Two points of detail arise through the document – in various places some of the strands are listed but not all of them  e.g. page 8 – we would recommend listing all the strands including transgender / gender identity and where this is done that they should be listed alphabetically so as not to promulgate a hierarchy between the different strands.
14) Page 9 There is also a need to understand the similarities within and between groups and to have a balanced awareness of shared similarities as well as differing needs.

15) It is good to see that the use of Equality Impact Assessments is promoted and linked to service and performance improvement and that the need for training is identified.

16) Page 12 mentions the positive public duties around disability, gender and race that local authorities have but not the other main pieces of equality legislation and the legal requirements that fall out of these. This could give the impression to those new to the agenda and looking to the framework for guidance that there are no legal requirements around age, gender identity, religion and belief, or sexual orientation. It is suggested that it is made clear that legislation is in place giving protection on all seven areas of equality as well as regarding human rights.

17) In a number of places authorities have to state that they are compliant with equality legislation.  Due to the nature of antidiscrimination and human rights legislation how can authorities do this when it is not until they are challenged on a particular issue and are found either compliant or non compliant that they will know? Perhaps wording along the lines of has you authority taken all appropriate measures to comply with...? would be more accurate?
18) Page 14 is the recognition award referred to here the same as the kite mark referred to earlier in the document or something different – if the same then consistency of language should be used if different  how and why is this?

19) Page 15 the wording of bullet point 2 does not make sense -  if you have plans to undertake mapping this means you have not done so to date – if you have not mapped how can you understand the profile and needs of communities of interest?

20) Page 15 – we would recommend that this should say involve not just consult due to  the requirement under the disability duty 
21) Will there be any guidance around who completes the template and how they assess themselves as some of the points are quite subjective – what information will be available to bench mark against?

22) Page 20 we would recommend the addition to 1.12 of “how are these clauses monitored and enforced?”

23) Page 21 amend to consults/involves as appropriate

24) Page 60 we would suggest changing the wording from “special needs” to either “individual “ or ” particular” needs.
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