
[image: image1.png]b5

‘ racknell
Forest
Council




Public Sector Equality Duty Review: call for evidence

A response from Bracknell Forest Council
Bracknell Forest Council welcomes the opportunity to contribute to this review as the public sector equality duty is relevant to a wide range of our services and functions.  The review itself seems to be premature as we have not had long to focus on its implementation or to absorb the technical guidance which was published by the Equality and Human Rights Commission in January 2013.  
This Council considers that it takes a proportionate approach to equalities issues

and that the PSED is relatively light touch and does not place an unnecessary burden on the Council. It ensures that we pay due regard to the equality duties in making decisions which impact on communities, this is good practice, helping us achieve positive outcomes and helping us manage the Council’s reputation.  It enables the Council to focus on how it can mitigate the impact of any decisions which will have an adverse impact on the community.  

1. How well understood is the PSED and guidance
The duty and guidance is probably not as yet fully understood at all levels of the authority as the technical guidance from the EHRC has only just been produced.  However, the Council has delivered briefings for managers on the Equality Act 2010, we have run a large number of Equality and Diversity and Equality Impact Assessment training courses which have incorporated information on the PSED as well as briefing our Senior Leadership Group and Corporate Management Team on a number of occasions.  We have also delivered Equality and Diversity training sessions for our elected members, which have included information about the PSED.  
While the technical guidance produced by the EHRC is useful for reference for our legal team and equalities officer the EHRC summary guidance documents are of more use in briefing officers across the Council.  We followed the EHRC guidance on publishing equality information closely in developing our Equality Information Reports; copies of which can be viewed here http://www.bracknell-forest.gov.uk/equalityinformationdataandresearch  The EHRC guidance advises on publishing a wide range of information across all service areas relevant to the duty which, if followed, leads to the production of a comprehensive set of equality information reports.
2. What are the costs and benefits of the PSED
The production of initial screenings and Equality Impact Assessments has enabled the Council to provide its elected members with sound evidence of impact and the views of residents on proposals which has assisted them in their decision making, as well as helped the Council to manage its reputation.  An example of this was the production of an Equality Impact Assessment for budget proposals to bus service reductions in 2012; which led to a decision not to reduce bus services before the production of an updated Bus Strategy later in the same year.  Many positive outcomes are being achieved through the implementation of the Council’s equality scheme including for example improved integration of the Nepali community in Bracknell Forest through increased English language skills and confidence; providing improved support for Army service leavers to access housing and employment and raising awareness of hate crime and how to report it through a ‘One Community: Stop Hate Crime now’ campaign. http://www.bracknell-forest.gov.uk/bracknellforestequalityscheme201216
3. How organisations are managing legal risk and ensuring compliance with the PSED

The Council has a two stage process to assess the equality impact of its decisions. An initial screening is completed on all decisions, strategies and service changes that are relevant to equalities.  All of the Council’s guidance and training has stressed that work on screenings commence at the outset of developing a strategy or reviewing a service.  The screening record form demonstrates that the Council has paid ‘due regard’ and provides the simple audit trail.
Only if the screening concludes that there will be an adverse impact that can not be easily mitigated does the Council’s process recommend an Equality Impact Assessment is completed.  Since July 2009, when the Council’s Equality Impact Assessment process was reviewed by the Corporate Management Team, only six Equality Impact Assessments have been produced across the Council.  These have been for major service changes where there was likely to be an adverse impact and high risk of legal challenge including the closure of Ladybank old people’s home, Youth Centres, Children’s Centres, Bus Service Reductions, a reduction in the grant for Community Transport and the Localisation of Council Tax Benefit Scheme.  
Initial screenings are conducted as a part of the procurement process and standard equality questions are included in the Pre qualification questionnaire, these may be added to or reduced depending on the relevance of equalities to the procurement in question.  Contract monitoring ensures that the Council’s contractors comply with the Council’s equality duties.

The Council does not conduct unnecessary diversity or lifestyle questionnaires of its residents.  Equality monitoring information is only collected to ensure we are aware of who is using services that are relevant to the equality duty and people’s satisfaction with them.  The Council needs to collect this information in order to be able to comply with the Equality Act 2010 (Specific Duties) Regulations 2011 which state the Council has to publish equality information annually including for service take up, outcomes and satisfaction.
The Council has published its ‘All of Us: Equality Scheme 2012-16’ and is in the process of monitoring the first year of its implementation.  The scheme summarises the Council’s equality objectives all of which are mainstreamed into the day to day work of the organisation.  http://www.bracknell-forest.gov.uk/bracknellforestequalityscheme201216
4. What changes, if any, would ensure better equality outcomes (legislative, administrative and/or enforcement changes, for example).
It is too early to say.  A further review in 5 years time may be useful to collate evidence.
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