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SUMMARY

In January 2012, the Northern Ireland Office (NIO) published a consultation paper on its Equality Scheme.  The consultation invited comments on the contents and commitments contained in the draft Equality Scheme and related Action Plan.  The consultation closed on 18 April 2012.
The Department’s position in relation to the feedback received is detailed in Section 3.   After detailed consideration of all the views and comments received, a number of amendments were made to the draft Equality Scheme.  A revised Scheme was submitted to the Equality Commission on 26 July 2012 and subsequently approved on 13 December 2013. 
This document is available on the NIO Website: www.nio.gov.uk under Public Consultation. Printed copies of this response may also be obtained free of charge from:

Corporate Governance Team
Northern Ireland Office

Stormont House
Stormont Estate

Belfast

BT4 3SH

Email: equality.scheme@nio.x.gsi.gov.uk
Tel: 028 9076 5497
Text phone: 028 9052 7668

You may make additional copies of this response without seeking permission.  This document can also be made available on request in different formats for individuals with particular needs.  

The NIO would like to thank all those who participated in the consultation process for taking time to make their views known. 

SECTION 1 – INTRODUCTION 

1. The Northern Ireland Office exists to support the Secretary of State for Northern Ireland in taking forward Government policy in and for Northern Ireland.  
2. The Department’s role focuses on overseeing the Northern Ireland devolution settlement and representing Northern Ireland interests at UK Government level and UK Government interests in Northern Ireland.  The Department also retains responsibility for a range of excepted and reserved issues.  Excepted matters are those that central government retains the ability to legislate on; such as national security policy in Northern Ireland.  Reserved matters are those that the Northern Ireland Administration is able to legislate on but only if they have can secure consent from the Secretary of State; such as telecommunications.
3. As a public authority, the NIO is committed to fulfilling our obligations to promote equality of opportunity and good relations under Section 75 of, and schedule 9 to, the Northern Ireland Act 1998 and to fulfil our disability duties under Section 49A of the Disability Discrimination Act 1995 (DDA 1995) (as amended under the Disability Discrimination Order (NI) 2006).  
4. Section 75 of the Northern Ireland Act 1998 requires the NIO in the carrying out of all its functions and duties relating to Northern Ireland, to have due regard to the need to promote equality of opportunity:
· between persons of different religious beliefs, political opinion, racial group, age, marital status or sexual orientation; 
· between men and women generally;
· between persons with disability and without; and
· between persons with dependants and persons without.

5. Schedule 9 to the 1998 Act requires the NIO to set out in an Equality Scheme how it proposes to fulfil the duties imposed by Section 75 and submit its revised Departmental Equality Schemes to the Equality Commission for Northern Ireland. 
6. The NIO is a UK Government Department and must also comply with its statutory duties as set out in the Equality Act 2010.

7. In November 2011, the Equality Commission for Northern Ireland wrote to the NIO requesting the submission of a revised Equality Scheme by 1 May 2012.  A revised Scheme was submitted to the Equality Commission on 26 July 2012.

8. The Equality Scheme has now been approved by the Equality Commission and is available on the NIO website at www.nio.gov.uk 
SECTION 2 – CONSULTATION PROCESS

9. The consultation document on the draft Equality Scheme was issued to a wide range of consultees on 25 January 2012.  The consultation period ran for 12 weeks until 18 April 2012.   
10. The consultation invited comments with regard to the contents and commitments outlined in the Scheme.  Following the devolution of policing and justice functions to the Northern Ireland Executive in April 2010, there have been considerable changes to the size, structure and role of the NIO.  The draft Equality Scheme issued for consultation was designed to reflect these changes.  
11. In total, four organisations contributed by submitting written responses. A list of those who participated in the consultation process is attached at Annex A. 

12. The Department considered all comments received by the deadline of 18 April.  A summary of the key views presented and the NIO’s response is provided at Section 3.   

SECTION 3 – KEY COMMENTS AND RESPONSE 

13. This section sets out the NIO’s consideration of the key responses received and summarises their response and, as appropriate, the subsequent changes which were made to the draft Equality Scheme as a result of the consultation process. 
14. Where a number of individuals have raised either the same or similar comments these have been grouped together.

View Expressed
15. Several individuals noted that the Department’s draft Equality Scheme did not follow the format of the Equality Commission for Northern Ireland’s Model Equality Scheme and a number of requirements recommended in the model scheme had been omitted. 
Response
16. The draft Departmental scheme has been amended to be consistent with the model scheme and now includes a cover page, foreword and references to the key statutory functions and requirements, subject to these being appropriate and proportionate for the size and relative functions of the Department as a public body in meeting our Section 75 obligations.
View Expressed

17. Autism NI advised that inequalities regarding access to services, external and internal training for the workforce and families, as well as public awareness of ASD, are supported by the failure of our disability legislation to recognise Autism. Whilst Autism NI also advised that this situation will be addressed as part of required compliance with the Autism Act (NI) 2011 they nevertheless expressed the view that there is a requirement upon all Equality Schemes and Action Plans to be updated to take account of the social and communication barriers faced by individuals with ASD in accessing public services and public facilities.

Response

18. The Department notes the feedback provided by Autism NI and will await further guidance in this regard from the Equality Commission for Northern Ireland.  In the meantime, the Department will seek to consider these comments as the Action Plan is monitored and reviewed. 

View Expressed

19. Some disappointment was expressed by Disability Action that an Audit of Inequalities has not accompanied the Equality Scheme and Action Plan.  
Response

20. The NIO notes the feedback provided by Disability Action. However, the Guide to Public Authorities issued by the Equality Commission in April 2010 does not place a requirement on Departments to undertake an audit of inequalities. The NIO considers the Equality Scheme has been drafted in line with the Section 75 Guide for Public Authorities which recommended that consultation should take place on action plans.
21. The NIO consulted on the Action Plan and the draft Equality Scheme.  The Scheme makes a commitment to seek input from stakeholders and to consult on the Action Plan as necessary when reviewing the Plan; to monitor progress on the delivery of action measures annually; and to update Action Plan as necessary to ensure that it remains effective and relevant to our functions and work.  
22. The NIO will keep the situation under review as the Action Plan is monitored and reviewed.  

View Expressed

23. It was recommended by a number of individuals that a statement is included to explain the operation of Section 75 and how staff will be trained.

Response

24. The draft Equality Scheme has been revised to now include a chapter on staff training, setting out how awareness raising and training arrangements will be implemented.  The NIO is committed to ensuring that all its employees are fully aware of all aspects of Section 75 including its operation and the relationship between equality duties and good relation duties. 

25. The NIO’s training and development plans in relation to Section 75 are regularly reviewed and any change to the arrangements for the delivery of Section 75 training will be incorporated into the Action Plan. 
View Expressed

26. Several comments were received about the timescales for the publication of screening documents and that consultees should be informed of screening documents when they are completed or posted on the NIO website.
Response

27. The NIO notes the comments about the publication of screening documents. Screening documents will normally be published on our website every six months and made available to consultees.  They will also be available on request.  If a consultee, including the Equality Commission for Northern Ireland or other relevant regulatory bodies, raises a concern about the regulatory process, it will be reviewed.  A summary of screening reports carried out will be included in the annual Section 75 progress report.
SECTION 4 – ASSESSMENT OF RESPONSES
28. The Northern Ireland Office is committed to upholding the equality duties set out in the Northern Ireland Act 1998.  The structure and role of the Department has changed significantly following the devolution of policing and justice functions to the Department of Justice (NI) on 12 April 2010.  The revised Equality Scheme is intended to take account of this new structure and role and seeks to reflect best practice guidance.   
29. Following consultation, the Department has reviewed its draft Equality Scheme and made a number of changes to incorporate the comments provided by consultees.
30. An amended Equality Scheme was submitted to the Equality Commission for Northern Ireland on 26 July 2012.  The Scheme was approved by the Equality Commission on 13 December 2013.
31. The document is available in the publications section of the NIO Website: www.nio.gov.uk. Printed copies of this response may also be obtained free of charge from:

Corporate Governance Team

Northern Ireland Office

Stormont House

Stormont Estate

Belfast

BT4 3SH

Email: equality.scheme@nio.x.gsi.gov.uk
Tel: 028 9076 5497
Text phone: 028 9052 7668

Northern Ireland Office

January 2014
ANNEX A
LIST OF THOSE WHO PROVIDED A RESPONSE TO THE CONSULTATION
· Autism NI
· Disability Action 

· Equality Commission for Northern Ireland (ECNI)

· Women’s Support Network (WSN)
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