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Re:  Written response to the Public Sector Equality Duty Review 
Further to your email dated the 2 April inviting a short response to the review team, please find outlined below a response on behalf of Suffolk County Council to the questions the review is raising.  I will separately forward onto you some of our evidence that supports the work we undertake to compliment elements of the Act. 
The responses to your questions are as follows: 
Q1 
How well understood is the PSED and guidance within the County Council?

The PSED and the associated guidance are understood in varying degrees across Suffolk County Council. For example, specific equality advisors exist within the corporate centre of the organisation and offer policy, advice, guidance and support to our directorates. In addition to this, our Legal Services team are very familiar with the Equality Act.  All Cabinet papers are reviewed by the Head of Legal Services to ensure that decisions are made with full consideration of the Council’s equality duties.
In terms of the ‘general duty’ relating to the Equality Act, a considerable amount of work has been undertaken across the authority of raising awareness around this. For example, the Council has developed its own e-learning package that aims to inform staff about the duty and Act more widely.  In terms of the ‘specific duty’, the Council understands the requirements the Act sets out, namely the publication requirements. These requirements are co-ordinated from the centre of the organisation.
Q2
What are the costs and benefits of the PSED to Suffolk County Council?

Costs:

· A team that oversees this area of work 

· Investing in learning and development of staff and County Councillors, primarily through training 

· Risks as a result of announcement that EIAs no longer required meant that some service areas falsely believed they are able to make decisions without considering impact.  Having to make efforts to ensure service areas know they still need to pay ‘due regard’. 

Benefits:

· Makes good business sense as it allows public bodies to understand the needs of their communities 

· Better decision making
· Puts all separate pieces of equality legislation into one place 

· Compliance with the general equality duty should also result in better informed decision-making and policy development, and better policy outcomes
Q3
How organisations are managing legal risk and ensuring compliance with the PSED?

Suffolk County Council is very mindful of the need to pay ‘due regard’ to equality as stipulated under the Equality Act.  With this in mind, the Council continues to operate an Equality Impact Assessment (EIA) process as this is viewed as an effective way of ensuring that ‘due regard’ is paid. This systematic approach to identifying adverse impact on equality groups is the County Council’s way of fulfilling its equality obligations. EIA’s are then robustly assessed for any potential impact by a range of Officers from within the Council, including clear oversight from Legal Services.  As detailed in Q1 above, all Cabinet decisions are reviewed by Legal Services.

The guidance (attached) provides details on how to undertake Equality Impact Assessments using the toolkit developed by the Corporate Centre.  

Q4
What changes, if any, would ensure better equality outcomes (e.g. legislative, administrative and/or enforcement changes)?

It would be helpful for public bodies if Government could provide more definitive guidance around the types of equality information that should be published on an annual basis. Currently, the guidance is quite vague.  This can then result in public bodies publishing information with little significance just because they have equalities data about it. 

In addition to this, it would be helpful if Government could state that the Equality Impact Assessment process is a ‘vehicle’ that assists public bodies to pay ‘due regard’, rather than stating they are not required. The risk with the latter is that ‘due regard’ isn’t paid and this in turn results in judicial reviews being sought.  Government may also consider suggesting alternative effective methods of ensuring ‘due regard’ is paid.
Yours sincerely 
Equalities Lead Advisor 

Business Development 
[supporting documentation provided separately to GEO]
Endeavour House, 8 Russell Road, Ipswich, Suffolk IP1 2BX
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