Dear Sirs

I firmly believe that the PSED should be made into a much more practical duty and should definitely not, under any circumstances, be abolished. If used properly, the duty is an essential tool to assist good policy making that takes into account the need for legislation, policies and processes to meet the needs of all members of the community. If used correctly, it is a much more effective way of reducing disadvantage than making changes at a later stage once minority groups have experienced discrimination. 

[bookmark: _GoBack]My background (more detail is available at http://janeyoung.me.uk) is that I'm a disabled person who, having had several years' experience in the voluntary sector, worked for six years for Kingston Council as the lead officer on disability equality, at the same time as undertaking the Access Officer role. Towards the end of my time at Kingston I took increasing responsibility for the wider equalities obligations relevant to the Council, encouraging and supporting all departments to fulfill their public sector duty to promote disability, gender and race equality, preparing for the forthcoming duties in relation to sexuality, religion/belief and age and working towards Level 3 of the then Equality Standard for Local Government. I also have a postgraduate certificate in disability studies. In line with my principal area of expertise, the examples I use below relate mainly to disability. Although the ideas are applicable to other groups, it is only in the area of disability where the concept of reasonable adjustments is an essential consideration in policy-making; it is very often the failure to implement reasonable adjustments that results in practical discrimination against disabled people.

When I was at Kingston, I insisted that the right way to address equalities obligations should be essentially practical. Whilst clearly records have to be kept to provide evidence of issues considered and mitigation put in place, fulfilling the duty has to involve taking practical, concrete action. For example, I worked closely with the environment team to ensure, as far as they could, that the new waste and recycling collection service and contract took account of the needs of minority groups. We sought specific input from colleagues (such as the Sensory Impairment Team) and partner organisations (such as the local Centre for Independent Living) as to the barriers their client groups would face in using the new collection service; indeed, a key part of our Equality Impact Assessment of the planned service was a focus group session with representatives from these and other organisations,including those representing BME groups. This resulted in some practical changes to the service before go-live - for example, a more responsive assisted collection scheme, for those unable to put out their own wheelie bins and containers, and the production of explanatory information on audio CD at the same time as the written information was produced. We also liaised closely with the waste collection contractors on the needs of various groups such as visually impaired people and included some practical equality training (including personal input from a blind person) in the training package for the contact centre staff. Although the response by both contractors and contact centre staff was by no means perfect, I believe we were able to roll out a more inclusive service as a result of the practical nature of the equality impact assessment.

I have to contrast this with the DWP's approach to producing Equality Impact Assessments. A recent example will explain what I mean. The last-minute decision by DWP to reduce the qualifying walking distance for the enhanced mobility component of PIP to 20 metres, for disabled people with physical mobility impairments, was not accompanied by any kind of assessment of the practical impact this would have on current DLA claimants with significant mobility impairments but who can reliably walk only, say, 30-40 metres but no further. Since 20 metres is a very short distance and does not in reality provide a practical level of mobility, such that many of those affected will actually be wheelchair users, the impact for many such claimants will be the loss of their Motability car, which may well be adapted; for some the regulations could mean the loss of a converted vehicle part funded from a grant from the Government's Specialised Vehicles Fund. We have seen no documentary evidence that DWP have considered the practical impact on the lives of disabled people with significant mobility impairments of losing their only realistic means of leaving their homes. And the only mitigation suggested by DWP is that the needs of those whose car is essential to get them to work will be assessed as a priority under the Access to Work programme (and this only because the Minister was challenged on this point by MP's soon after the regulations were tabled). Hence we have seen no acknowledgement by Government of the loneliness and isolation a large number of current DLA higher rate mobility claimants will experience, no admission of the cost to the public purse of, for example, getting these individuals to medical appointments when they have no independent mobility, no attempt at mitigation (apart from Access to Work) and a total lack of accountability to this specific group of citizens with significant mobility difficulties.

From the above contrasting scenarios, I would invite you to conclude that the PSED should be strengthened rather than weakened (and certainly not scrapped). I believe the PSED should require the public body in question to provide evidence that it has carefully considered the real-life, practical implications of any changes proposed, explained why the change is justified despite these implications and put in place measures to mitigate the effects. Equality impact assessment needs to move from an essentially paper-based process to a dynamic process of engagement with minority groups who can provide an insight into how well a policy will, or won't, work for everyone at a practical level. It should also be seen to result in changes to the policy, if the impacts identified warrant this. 

Without the PSED, suitably reformed and strengthened to require proper accountability in terms of addressing practical impacts, minority groups will be forced to rely on the legal process after the fact, which is becoming increasingly out of reach for most. The PSED should ensure that the real impacts of policies and changes to policy on minority groups are examined in advance, should allow public bodies to demonstrate good practice rather than provide a cover for poor practice and make it easier, not harder, for individuals to challenge if impacts have not been properly considered. If it is scrapped rather than strengthened, many years of progress in inclusion will be undone and policy will become less, rather than more, evidence-based.
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