Review of the Public Sector Equality Duty April 2013
Evidence from Children and Young Peoples Services, Buckinghamshire County Council 
This response comes from the Children and Young Peoples Services Portfolio of Buckinghamshire County Council who work across Buckinghamshire in partnership with all relevant agencies and educational settings to ensure that a high standard and quality of education is provided to all pupils and students. We aim to promote equality, excellence and sustainability in Buckinghamshire through the provision of exemplar services for children and young people and their families so that all can achieve success and are thus empowered to contribute to the local, regional and national economy. In Buckinghamshire we want all our children and young people to have the best start in life and to be able to lead safe, healthy and fulfilling lives, and to be able to make a positive contribution to their communities and to society. Our priorities focus on the principle that every child matters and our Children and Young Peoples Plan has as one of its key priorities to ‘Close the Gap’ of underachievement between different groups of pupils in Buckinghamshire. Our aim is to ensure access to a range of universal services as well as developing more targeted services to meet their specialist needs. We take our responsibility as ‘Champion of the Child’ seriously and believe that Equalities as enshrined in the legislation is at the heart of everything we do for and on behalf of the children and young people and their families. 
There is widespread agreement that eliminating discrimination and advancing equality benefit 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’.
  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’.
 Implementing the Equality Duty effectively provides a good way to implement this commitment and achieve the benefits that reducing inequality will bring.

How well understood is the Equality Duty and guidance?

The Duty as it currently stands is about making improvements and it has undoubtedly already having some positive impact on the way that we as a Portfolio within the Local Authority go about our daily business and the decisions we make about service provision. There is still a long way to go and the timing of the Review is definitely cause for concern as our evidence base for responding to this question is limited and therefore can only go some way to showing outcome as a result of working with a duty that has only been in place for a limited time. With regards to Race, Gender and Disability we are confident that we have moved forward considerably but with regards to other protected characteristics such as Age, Gender reassignment and Sexual Orientation we know that there is more to do to ensure that all officers understand their duty. 
Evidence of impact: 

· Our data collection ensures that we know more about our children and young people than ever before.  We now record ethnicity, which has highlighted several areas of disproportionate representation in certain data sets e.g Looked After Children, Exclusions, Educational Attainment. This has enabled us to focus our Children and Young People Plan (CYPP)on the most vulnerable children so that one of our Priorities is ‘Closing the Gap’

· We set up a Community Consultative Group working with leading members of the minority ethnic community in Buckinghamshire to support us on raising achievement issues for BME groups

· We have used our data on Governors which showed that only 2% of our Governors compared to 24% of our pupils in schools come from a BME background  to do targeted recruitment in the community to improve the number of people from certain communities sign up to be school Governors. I am pleased to say that we now have closer to 5% of our Governors who are BME. 

· We have more targeted work with children with disabilities and their families in light of this duty ensuring that they take high priority in our CYPP  

· We held this same week a Conference for secondary school students on ‘Tackling Homophobic Bullying’ as a first attempt to go some way to meet our duty and to show schools how to they can too.  The conference saw just approximately 100 students coming together from across Buckinghamshire to look at strategies to tackle homophobic bullying in schools. 

What are the costs and benefits of the Equality Duty?
This is difficult to identify at this time again because the duty has been in place for such a short period of time, however the assessment of risk with regards to getting a decision wrong far outweigh any costs that may be incurred by having a small amount of human or financial resources assigned to this area of work. 
· The Equality Duty enables us to target our service provision more accurately. Although we have a commissioning arm that is increasingly and routinely surveying and assessing the needs of the client groups we serve, we do not have the same kind of drivers that commercial organisations may have so the Equality Duty provides a systematic way for public authorities to perform a similar function. 

· Our MTP has the EIA built into it and this year for example due to a robust EIA on Short Breaks for Children with Disabilities the intended cuts to the service were retracted 

· We have become more adept at consulting with our residents especially those with protected characteristics to ensure that we are listening to what they have to say about service provision

· Children and Young people from diverse backgrounds work with us in forums to help us make decisions about services for them

How organisations are managing legal risk and ensuring compliance with the Equality Duty
It is regrettable that the EHRC were not given the directive to develop a Statutory Code of Practice on the Equality Duty as we in the Local Authority would have welcomed such guidance. No guidance for officers does create a burden and raise concerns about doing the right thing. Due regard has proportionality built into it so as the Portfolio working with schools we understand and have made it clear to schools that what is expected of them depends on the size and context of the school.  As a Portfolio within a public authority we understand the need to ensure that there is no adverse impact of our policies on any of the protected characteristics and as such we have processes in place to ensure this is the case. With regard to the schools within our County there is a more mixed understanding of the duty and how to ensure compliance. Many of our schools have been able to publish data about their schools and have set specific objectives related to Equalities. Monitoring what schools do (or not) is a challenge however no statutory guidance makes it even harder to be confident that all schools are meeting their duty based on understanding. 
Evidence of impact:
· Guidance to all officers on what needs to be on the Foreward Plan and Decision Pipeline are kept in the Portfolios Information Bank with all necessary templates and EIA screening documents and full EIA tools.  
· As a Portfolio we ensure that our officers receive information on the Duty through their Continuing Professional Development entitlement. All officers receive some training on the duty and what our expectations are with regard meeting our duty. 
· All schools are offered training entitled ‘Meeting Our Schools Equalities Duty’ and the take up annually is an indication that many schools are committed. Ideally over time all schools will have completed this training
· All Governing bodies are offered training on ‘The Role of the Equalities Governor’ and consistently since this training has been offered the take up is excellent. 

· All Newly Qualified Teachers are also offered training on Equalities 

What changes to the Equality Duty framework would ensure better equality outcomes?

It is imperative that we allow the Duty at least in its current state to remain for a longer period of time as it has only been in place in the past two years. If it were to be improved then the following would be welcomed by us 

· A Statutory Code of Practice from the EHRC (especially for schools)
· At the highest level of Government a clearer message that is consistent across all Ministries. We have found Ministers giving conflicting information about what we don’t have to do rather than what we have to do e.g. EIAs 
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