The North East Women's Network  (NEWN) is very concerned about the way in which local statutory agencies (local authorities and health commissioners in particular) are interpreting the Equality Duty in relation to women-only services because it seems that 'gender neutral' services are seen to be cheaper and within the guidelines. 
 
NEWN has produced a report "The "Impact of the Austerity Measures on Women in the North East" updated April 2013.  This is an extract from the report:
 
"Yet, women-only services are being threatened by misinterpretation of Equalities legislation.[footnoteRef:1][1] The following are testimonies from research participants for the Case Study. [1: [1] In ‘The Health of the Women’s Sector’ Survey conducted by NEWomen’s Network in January 2011, 37% of respondents attributed a reduction in funding to women’s organisation to a misinterpretation of the Equalities Act 2010.] 

“One organisation was excluded from tendering for a Domestic Abuse Service on the grounds of the requirement for a gender neutral service. This is common issue around the misinterpretation of the Equality Act resulting in women-only services being excluded from tendering on the basis of gender neutrality and supposed equality needs highlighting. By the time we are able to challenge this, the timescales for tendering have been exhausted and the argument has been forwarded that given the cuts and limited funds available a gender-neutral tender meets the minimum requirements!”[footnoteRef:2][2]  [2: [2] A representative from Rape Crisis, 19th April 2012] 

“Gender specific work is proving to be increasingly difficult, with the limitations on funding they are fighting for single sex services. Funders tend not to be responsive to need and think of this type of work as discriminatory. Gender equality legislation seems to be used by more men than women.”[footnoteRef:3][3] [3: [3] A research participant from a voluntary sector organisation in Northumberland, June 2012] 

“We are alarmed at the current undermining of gender specific services that is subtly taking place. A domestic violence project (run by a housing agency) has male workers working with women.  We had one of these workers bringing a woman to access our support.  From a discussion with one of the managers of the domestic violence services I questioned her about recruitment in the future.  She informed me that she would not use the existing legislation to appoint on a gender specific basis in the future, however she followed this up by saying that it would not be an issue as that particular funding stream would be ending before anyone needed to be appointed.”[footnoteRef:4][4] 
 [4: [4] Research participant by email 27.02.12] 


 
for more information on the report:
http://www.newwomens.net/index.php/research-leftmenu-56 
 
On a more positive note a local women's health project has informed us recently that:
"I have just had an email from our contact re contracts with Social Services and I am really pleased with them as they have, for the first time ever (and I have been here for 25 years) acknowledged gender sensitivity.  Having been informed that they had allocated a male contract person to us they have changed their minds, on the grounds of gender sensitivity, and put a female worker back on our case.  This was done without any intervention from (our organisation).  It might be a small step but it is the first time ever that they have made any decision with gender awareness being evident in this way."
NEWN would like to see public authorities reminded about their duties in relation to women-only services and, ideally, their obligations to be transparent increased  in relation to these guidelines.  Organisations providing women-only services are under threat because commissioners do not appear to understand the importance of these services to the welfare of - and consequent benefit to - women under often extreme stress.  In the long term of course, the more appropriate the service to women in difficult circumstances, the less the cost to the public purse and the more quickly women will be able to contribute positively again to their families, communities and the local economy.
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