     Friends, Families and Travellers evidence to the Government Review of the Public Sector Equality Duty 
Friends, Families and Travellers (FFT) is a national charity (no.1112326) working on behalf of all Gypsies and Travellers regardless of ethnicity, culture or background. We work at local, regional and national levels, using the insights, evidence, experience and knowledge from our grass-roots casework directly to inform our social policy and campaigning work at the national level. 

Gypsies and Travellers are generally acknowledged to be among the most discriminated against and excluded minority ethnic communities within UK society today and they have relied, and continue to rely, heavily upon the safeguards afforded by equality legislation in order to secure fair and equal outcomes and to overcome the multiple forms of discrimination that are too frequently part and parcel of their everyday experience. 

Gypsies and Travellers, and the relatively few organisations that represent them or work on their behalf, have been able to make a degree of progress in combating discrimination and unequal treatment from public bodies as a result of the Public Sector Equality Duty and its predecessor the Race Equality Duty.
Because Gypsies and Travellers are not usually among the first BME groups that public bodies tend to consider when formulating policies, programmes and initiatives concerned with ensuring equal and fair treatment for ethnic minorities, they have frequently fallen off the race equality agenda of local authorities and other public bodies and their needs overlooked.  
FFT has frequently used the PSED to remind public bodies of the need for the inclusion of Gypsies and Travellers within such agendas. This has not always needed to be a formal or bureaucratic process and more often than not it has simply been a case of reminding the public body of the fact that the PSED requires them to have due regard to the needs all disadvantaged groups, including Gypsies and Travellers. In our experience many public bodies are responsive to such reminders and keen to discharge their duties in a responsible manner if they are shown to be failing. Others are initially less responsive but are spurred to action by the knowledge that they can be held to account under the requirements of the legislation. 
The case study below is just one example of how relevant the PSED is towards achieving equal treatment by public bodies towards Gypsies and Travellers.
	Case Study

FFT supported an Irish Traveller woman who had been trying to obtain a pitch on a local authority site. She had been on various waiting lists since 2007. Although several plots had become vacant she was still unsuccessful in securing a pitch. Following investigation by FFT it became apparent that the underlying reason for her failure to be allocated a pitch was that the sites to which she had applied were occupied by English Romany Gypsies and the local authority had a policy of not allowing the two ethnicities to live together on the same site due to ‘fears associated with cultural differences’. It was clear that the Irish Traveller was being denied a pitch for no other reason than her ethnicity. Clearly in this instance the local authority had failed to fulfil its duty under the PSED to ‘foster good relations between persons who share a relevant characteristic and those who don’t.




Whilst the above case study is an example of a local authority failing to meet its duty under the PSED, FFT has used this as an exemplar for other local authorities to examine their own allocations policies and to ensure that they are properly discharging their duties under the legislation. 

It is clear that the value and relevance of the PSED so far as Gypsies and Travellers are concerned is not restricted to planning issues. The Office of the Children’s Commissioner for England’s Schools Exclusions Inquiry found that Gypsy and Traveller children were four times more likely to be permanently excluded than was the school population as a whole. They concluded that given this, and other large differences, schools and local and central government must take account of the Public Sector Equality Duty with regard to school exclusions. 
FFT believes that the level of understanding of the PSED among public bodies is not as high as it might be but that organisations such as ours have a key role to play in helping public bodies to understand and meet the duty. We believe that the duty has an enormous capacity to achieve positive change within society but that it is a work in progress that has to be further developed.  We consider that it would be bizarre to abandon the duty simply because it needs to be better understood. 

We strongly believe that there is a need for – 

· A clear statutory code of practice on the requirements of the PSED

· Clear guidance to public bodies on the requirements of the PSED including clear sectoral guidance on the requirements of the PSED especially to local authorities in relation to their site allocations policies and to schools with respect to school exclusions

· Clear leadership from the Government, and government departments, on the importance of equality and the PSED.

In view of the above, and the importance of the PSED to those communities that would be the most vulnerable to the negative effect of its removal or dilution, we are most concerned that there has been insufficient opportunity for Gypsy and Traveller groups to engage with the Review process. 
In their letter of December 2012 to Mrs Doreen Lawrence and Dr. Richard Stone, the Prime Minister and his Deputy gave various assurances about the Review which do not appear to have been met. They asserted the Government’s commitment to supporting transparency and accountability to Parliament and stated that it would engage with interested parliamentarians throughout the course of the PSED Review. However this has not been the case. 
So far as we are aware there has been no contact to date with the All Party Parliamentary Group on Gypsies and Travellers, nor any attempt to involve Gypsy and Traveller organisations within the Review process. 

FFT has made repeated requests for civil servants from the Government Equalities Office, which appears to be leading this Review, to meet with representatives of Gypsy and Traveller organisations, but these requests have been denied. In our view Gypsies and Travellers, comprising as they do some of the most excluded and discriminated against communities within today’s society, have been totally disenfranchised from participation in a Review which could potentially see the opportunities that they have for fairer treatment at the hands of public bodies swept away.

Whilst we appreciate that a timetable has been set for this Review and that it had been hoped that the Review Panel would be presenting its report to Parliament in June we are strongly of the view that the Review should be much more inclusive of the groups most likely to be affected by its outcome, even if this results in a slower process. Arriving at a rapid outcome is of no value if that outcome is flawed.

The Government’s own Equality Strategy, ‘Building a Fairer Britain’ states that ‘Failure to tackle discrimination and provide equal opportunities, harms individuals, weakens our society and costs our economy.’ We ask Government to put some substance to those words by allowing time for a proper analysis of the impact of any changes to the PSED on those individuals, groups and organisations who see it as a valuable tool for holding public bodies to account for their actions.  
Chris Whitwell,

Director FFT,

[contact details redacted by GEO]
