Introduction 

The British Computer Association of the Blind (BCAB) is an organisation of blind and partially sighted computer users. Established in 1969, BCAB is a UK based charity run entirely by volunteers. We offer training, support, networking and discussion to our members, as well as to the wider community of blind and partially sighted people.  We have a core membership of around 350 blind and partially-sighted computer users, ranging from novices who have come online recently and for the first time,  to experts who have been working in the computer industry, or working with computers for a number of years. We also provide support, receive support from, and offer associate membership and corporate membership to organisations,such as providers of access technology for visually-impaired computer users. 

An area of growing concern for our members and for the wider blind and partially-sighted community is that we must not be left out of the digital inclusion agenda, as information technology relies increasingly heavily on visual skills, such as hand-to-eye co-ordination.
 
There is widespread agreement that eliminating discrimination and advancing equality benefits everyone in society.  The Government’s Equality Strategy acknowledges that ‘Failure to tackle discrimination and provide equal opportunities, harms individuals, weakens our society and costs our economy’.[footnoteRef:1]  It concludes that ‘Equality is not an add-on, but an integral part of this Government’s commitment to build a stronger economy and fairer society’.[footnoteRef:2] Implementing the Equality Duty effectively provides a good way to implement this commitment and achieve the benefits that reducing inequality will bring. [1:   The Equality Strategy - Building a Fairer Britain, HM Government, December 2010, p8.]  [2:  The Equality Strategy - Building a Fairer Britain, HM Government, December 2010, p24.] 


· The Equality Duty was introduced to put the onus on public bodies to get it right first time, instead of leaving it to individuals to try and get redress after discrimination has already happened.  This proactive approach should help public bodies to make the best use of their resources at a time when money is tight. In the years since the introduction of the Equality Act, we are seeing an increasing number of enquiries from public organisations and private companies, asking us how they may build accessibility by visually-impaired customers into their I T policies. Previously the enquiries we received from such organisations were more likely to be requests to check the accessibility of existing websites. This tells us that those organisations are now considering the needs of the people we serve at the design stage, rather than after the technology has been made ‘live’. This is an approach we have been championing for some years, and we are inclined to believe that the equality act in its present form is beginning to have the desired effect for blind and partially-sighted computer users. It would be a crying shame if this progress were to be halted or reversed by any weakening of the act which has played a valuable part in bringing that progress about. We are noticing these improvements despite the fact that equality act guidance, in particular guidance on the Public sector Equality Duty has only recently become available to its target audience. We believe therefore that it is essential that the act is allowed more time to mature before any further thought is given to diluting it.

Case Study:

In 2012, a Scottish university contacted us to ask  us what text they should include in their I T procurement policy, to ensure that accessibility for disabled staff and customers became a key part of all tendering contracts. Existing procurement contracts had not adequately covered the accessibility and usability of the technology they were buying. For example, this had led to their buying printers which could be used by some staff, but not by those with certain impairments. An ecxamination of  sample procurement policies of    some public sector organisations revealed that their did not seem to be any standard questions addressing the need for accessibility to be considered. We contacted the Equality and Human Rights Commission (EHRC) who were unable to provide any suitable examples. It was only when we contacted some American organisations that suitable questions were found. The EHRC acknowledge that the gap needs to be plugged and the hope is that these questions willl now be rolled out. Before the Equality Act 2010 became law, we had never received enquiries of this kind.

Although the Equality Duty is the right tool, the Duty’s framework and the way that it operates in practice could be improved.  The focus in considering improvements to strengthen the operation of the duty should be on the duty’s primary role as a tool for improving the way that organisations work in the long term. We are heartened by the benefits we see, such as the shift in thinking of organisations asking for our assistance from a reactive to a proactive approach, and with some strengthening we feel that these improvements will become more widespread, and eventually will be the norm and not the exception. 

How well understood is the Equality Duty and guidance?

There is no doubt about the capacity of the duty to secure change. It has brought improvements but it is a work in progress and there is a need for further improvements.  If the act is weakened or dismantled, there is a real danger that blind people of all ages and abilities will struggle to take a full part in a society which relies increasingly on digital platforms, in some cases as the only way to gain access to public services. A strong equality act will empower blind and partially-sighted people; a weaker version risks leaving us further and further out on the fringes of a digital-dependent society. 

Understanding of the duty is patchy both within and between public bodies but It is developing and needs to be more strongly supported.
The current Equality Duty started to operate in April 2011, so it is too early to measure or assess its impact. This is particularly true in respect of those grounds which were not previously covered by a public sector equality duty, including age, religion or belief and sexual orientation, in respect of which it is unlikely that there will yet be a meaningful body of evidence of impact. This is particularly important to us at the British Computer association of the Blind as the majority of blind and partially-sighted people, our current and potential beneficiaries, lose their site in later life. We are also concerned to ensure that young blind people get a fair chance to lead a full life, engaging in all of the social activities that young people take for granted, to study, and to gain employment. To roll back this legislation at this early stage would be rather like sending the chef home just as he was about to put the dish in the oven. 

What are the costs and benefits of the Equality Duty?

Many of our members who are themselves computer professionals will be familiar with the principle  that the earlier in the development of their software they spot a problem and correct it, the more time, effort and money will be saved. The same principal applies to the way we are seeing the organisations we support change their approach. Those who are building accessibility into their I T policies from day one, making the effort to get them right first time will achieve real savings, as prevention is better, and more cost-effective than cure. We also understand that any computer system which is built with accessibility at its core will be easier for everybody to use effectively and efficiently, not just people who rely on specialist technology such as screen magnification and Braille and speech output  to access digital information.

The new integrated Equality Duty has been in force for less than two years so there is no substantive evidence available yet on its impact, though our initial experience indicates that things are getting better. It would be folly to prune it just as the buds are beginning to show rather than after the harvest.

It is important that the duty is designed, implemented and supported in such a way that it has the greatest possible impact on the outcomes of public policy, services and employment.  The duty should be stretching for public bodies: the purpose of it is to challenge public bodies to improve outcomes and that will not always be easy for them.  There is no value in the duty creating paperwork for paperwork’s sake. However, unless the duty results in public bodies engaging in robust consideration of equality issues – and consequently in doing work that, in the absence of the duty, they might not do – it will fail. If it fails, we would not want to see public organisations returning to the approach to computer accessibility that waits for an event to be wise after.  If it succeeds, where some are leading now, others will follow, and public organisations will welcome the opportunity for inclusive design, instead of seeing access by minority groups as a burden on them.
It is important therefore to distinguish between the (modest) costs that may necessarily be associated with achieving the benefits of the duty and the notion of ‘burdens’, which implies something onerous but lacking in value.  Evidence that the duty has led to public bodies doing things they might not otherwise have done should only be seen as a problem if those new/additional activities do not result, directly or indirectly, in beneficial change.      If our membership and the wider blind and partially-sighted community find services easy to use where they are currently difficult or in some cases impossible, the benefits to us will be priceless.

The Equality Duty enables public authorities to target their service provision more accurately. Commercial organisations routinely and repeatedly survey and assess the needs of the market in order to ensure that their goods or services meet the demands of their customers.  In the absence of many of the drivers that influence commercial organisations, the Equality Duty provides a systematic way for public authorities to perform a similar function. In a nutshell,how can public organisations reasonably be expectedto serve their customers, if they have no robust means to understandnot only who their customers are, but who else should be benefitting from their services but are currently missing out.

It is not easy to precisely address the benefits of the Equality Duty (or the associated costs) in absolute terms as there are so many different bodies of different sizes throughout Great Britain.  

The Welsh Government has said that ‘In the current economic downturn the Public Sector Equality Duty is vital in protecting those who are most excluded and discriminated against in society’.[footnoteRef:3] In a time of austerity when difficult choices have to be made about the allocation of resources there is a significant risk that groups of people with protected characteristics will be disproportionately affected by cuts in public spending.  It is therefore particularly important that the Equality Duty is used to help inform the choices to be made. At a time when all public organisations need to do more with less, we believe the Equality Act,and in particular the Equality Duty will help rather than hinder them in achieving their savings, by shifting their approach from asking whether they can afford to include often overlooked groups to an approach where the default question is whether they can afford not to include them. We therefore believe:  [3:  Letter from the Welsh Government to Doreen Lawrence and Dr Richard Stone dated 19th December 2012 at http://www.edf.org.uk/blog/wp-content/uploads/2012/12/Outgoing_2.pdf .] 

1.That the equality act needs to be strengthened,to build upon the benefits we are beginning to see;
2. That since the Act has only been in force for two years, and some parts only came into effect more recently still,  and that guidance for public organisations on how to implement it has only been available for a few months, it is far too early to be asking whether it is working and whether we should strip out parts of it;  And
3. That the act could be an even more effective tool for change if clear and unambiguous guidance is made available to all who need to implement the act,showing how to do so effectively and efficiently. 
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