PUBLIC SECTOR EQUALITY DUTY REVIEW – CALL FOR EVIDENCE
RESPONSE FROM EXETER CITY COUNCIL

Introduction

Exeter City Council is a district council delivering services to a resident population of 117,800 although as an employment hub the city supports a population of over 500,000 people. It has a shopping catchment of over 550,000, and over two million day-visitors a year. Exeter is a young city with a student population of around 17,000 largely due to the presence of the University of Exeter which attracts students from across the globe. The city is one of three large urban centres within the predominantly rural county of Devon and is served by major transport infrastructure including the M5 motorway, main railway lines, and Exeter International Airport.

In 2002 when the legal requirement to conduct Race Equality Impact Assessments was introduced, Exeter City Council took the decision to extend this to cover all equalities groups so that we would have better understanding of the impact of our policies on all parts of the community.  The council has never employed a designated ‘Equality Officer’ but instead Policy Unit staff can provide advice and support as part of a wider portfolio of work.  This is because it has been the council’s belief that it is every employee’s responsibility to ensure issues of equality and diversity are considered in their day to day work.

The council has tools in place to help that process such as an Equality Impact Assessment Toolkit and an Equality Monitoring guide, (see attached) however the ethos is always for staff to discuss their plans with the Policy Unit rather than rigidly fill out forms and tick boxes.  By talking through the work at an early stage this can reduce unnecessary work later on and move away from a bureaucratic approach. 
In line with the specific duties we have published nine equality objectives, seven of which were identified as part of the development of our corporate plan.  The other two arose from Equality Impact Assessments carried out in relation to staff policies on management development and monitoring of impact.  Integrating the objectives into the corporate plan means that they are reported on as part of a core report not a separate ‘equalities’ report that may be seen by some as of marginal interest.

There is no doubt that the understanding of the Equality Duty has improved enormously both within this organisation and others although there is still work to be done.  The majority of managers now understand that equality considerations need to be picked up at the start of a project or policy change.  However, in order to ensure that equalities is fully integrated into the council’s work programme we now include equality as part of the Corporate Risk Register. 
The benefits of the PSED to Exeter
Equality and diversity is an every day consideration for the officers of the Tenancy Services Section when conducting their duties in relation to Neighbourhood Management, ASB & Lettings functions.  A large proportion of their clients are some of the most vulnerable members of society and therefore to communicate effectively with these clients they will work with a diverse range of agencies from the public and third sector. 

“There are many examples of where considering equality issues have helped us improve the service we give to our customers. By referring our clients to family centres we have improved the lives of young families with a multitude of problems conduct a successful tenancy benefiting the family and those that may have experienced the family’s issues that had manifested into anti-social behaviour. 

We have asked clients that have suffered harassment due their sexuality if they would like support during the period of investigation into their complaint. The most recent case resulted in us contacting a local support organisation on the client’s behalf.  Our links are very much on a case by case basis but the regularity of this contact has resulted in some excellent joint working” Tenant Services Manager
The Public Sector Equality Duty provides a lever for us to target our service provision more accurately by surveying and assessing the needs of customers in order to ensure that their goods or services meet their demands.
“When redesigning a public space in the centre of the city we set up a series of workshops in partnership with the county council, to discuss the proposals with a local support agency for disabled people.  This helped us to ensure that the needs of all disability groups were considered in the design and it became clear through this work that the needs of some of the different customers were conflicting.  For example people with mobility problems can find tactile paving difficult to navigate. However by engaging with users, where we were unable to find a joint solution we were at least able to communicate what we were doing and so minimise users’ anxieties.  In general I found this a very positive process”.  Environmental Improvements Officer
To make the best use of resources, where a policy decision impacts on more than one public authority in our area, or where the project is being run in partnership we work together to look at the impacts.  For example Exeter City Council produced the equality impact assessment for the Devon Home Choice scheme on behalf of all the other Devon districts, rather than repeating the exercise across the county.  

The council has recently carried out an equality impact assessment of its proposed local scheme for Council Tax Support (see attached).  The impacts of this policy will be looked at in conjunction with other changes to welfare and housing and fed into the Devon Welfare Advisory Group so that public and voluntary sector organisations can monitor impacts and pool resources where necessary.
Where there are concerns about the impact of a policy being implemented by another agency, Exeter City Councillors have used the Equality Duty to call in external officers to Scrutiny Committee.  For example when Devon County Council proposed cuts to the Targeted Support budget, which supports the delivery of housing related support to vulnerable people, the Scrutiny Community Committee used the Equality Duty to call in the responsible cabinet member to be questioned about the impact on vulnerable people in Exeter.
Outside of committees Councillors and officers also use the Equality Duty to influence other organisations.  One of our Lead Councillors is a trustee of ExeAccess (formerly Exeter Community Transport Association).  In January 2012 he worked with staff, volunteers and users of the service to test the accessibility of the city centre for people using mobile scooters.  He then met retailers to share the findings of the survey and as a result two leading retailers changed the layout of their stores to make them easier to navigate where they had not previously paid sufficient regard to this group of customers.
Another of our Lead Councillors has brought her professional expertise to prioritise use of Access to Work funding in our employment policy.  This means we can better reflect the diverse population of our employment catchment area.  
A number of members have an active involvement in supporting older people in the community work with Age UK and other local community groups.

And there are direct economic benefits to taking account of equality.  The Royal Albert Memorial Museum recently underwent a major refurbishment.  As part of the project RAMM staff considered wide ranging accessibility issues such as putting interpretation of key artefacts on display in RAMM onto YouTube with audio track, subtitles and BSL.  Doing this also makes those artefacts more accessible to anyone interested in them, not just Deaf people or visually impaired people.  Likewise, making RAMM fully accessible to wheelchair users also makes it accessible to people with children in buggies.  It is no coincidence that RAMM has won two major awards since it re-opened in December 2011: the ArtFund Prize Museum of the Year 2012 and Best Museum Environment at the Event Design Awards 2012.  This makes it a major attraction for the city helping to boost the economy.
Conclusion
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.

It is not the experience of Exeter City Council that the equality duty is a burden.  The concept of ‘due regard’ means that the Equality Duty has proportionality built into it and Exeter City Council takes this approach with each relevant piece of work.  

We noted that this Government, when elected, continued to bring the Equality Act into force.  However the most important factor in ensuring the most effective implementation of the duty is leadership from senior management and political leaders.  In that context it is not helpful that some senior members of this Government appear to characterise equality as unnecessary ‘red tape’.  These statements are having a negative effect and undermining effective implementation of the Equality Duty in this council and with our key partners in this city.  

The legal duty was initially brought in as a response to the inadequate responses of public authorities to the death of Stephen Lawrence.  The retention of the duty serves as a reminder to those authorities and the public at large that inequality has not disappeared. 

Councillor Ian Martin

Lead Councillor for Business Transformation & Human Resources
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