Office of the Police and Crime Commissioner for Northumbria
Public Sector Equality Duty Review 2013

I must first start by thanking you for providing me with the opportunity to continue to influence the future of equality practice in Britain; something that is of great importance to me. 
Good equality practice makes good business sense for public, private and for voluntary organisations. It makes them better employers and it improves their ability to meet the needs of potential customers and service users.

Many spectators feel this review is premature as the Public Sector Equality Duty (PSED) has only been in place for 2 years and specific duties for even less time. However in my view, any review of how organisations are complying with the PSED with the aim of streamlining and strengthening organisations response, sharing documentation and good practice is invaluable at any stage to further embed the PSED and continue to reduce bureaucracy. 

However I do consider that it would be wasteful and counter productive to bring in major legislative change as a result of this review.  Any outcomes from this review should be used to strengthen the duty and simplify understanding.
I do not believe that the PSED is merely red tape. I believe that with a greater understanding of the duty it will help us achieve a fairer more equal society.  It is an essential tool to support modern government to meet the needs of our diverse communities.  
Understanding the Duty and Guidance
Understanding the duty and taking time to consider the guidance is essential to bring the PSED to life, across all sectors. 

As all responsible public sector organisations will have already complied with equalities legislation for many years, this streamlined approach based on clear general and specific duties is a foundation stone in which any organisation can build and demonstrate its compliance.  
Although the PSED is widely understood amongst equalities practitioners and responsible organisations, there is still more work to be done to promote the duty and the expectant outcomes to local communities. 

The specific duty is the mechanism by which we can demonstrate to communities and in particular underrepresented groups how organisations are integrating equality and human rights into their service design and delivery. There is perhaps still some way to go with this, it is essential that equality objectives are developed as part of an organisation's core business planning and reported on in normal business processes, such as annual reports and this must be transparent and evident to communities. 

Costs and Benefits of the Duty

Again much of the work to implement the duty should have built on or sought to strengthen existing developmental plans, organisations were not starting from scratch.  Whilst I accept that there are costs involved in delivering against the duty, this review has the potential to identify good practice supporting organisations to cut bureaucracy and any associated costs.  As it is, all effective organisations will continually benchmark and talk to partners to identify better more efficient ways of working however what is imperative, is that organisations are able to fully realise the benefits which can be done using meaningful performance management. 
The PSED benefits from being less bureaucratic and easier for organisations and the public to understand.  However, what could be strengthened is the evidential base within organisations of the positive outcomes resulting from implementation of the duty particularly for local people.  It is essential that delivery of objectives can be monitored and evaluated using both quantitative and qualitative methods.  

Another key benefit is the ability to treat people more favourably than others, for example to achieve the aim of advancing the equality of opportunity between persons. This could be invaluable in ensuring organisations have a representative workforce. 
Complying with the duty in a robust way will lead to improved organisational outcomes such as strengthening the organisations reputation, becoming an employer/service provider of choice and improving customer satisfaction and confidence.  

Managing Legal Risk and Ensuring Compliance

Good corporate governance is central to managing legal risk and ensuring compliance with the PSED and all PCCs have in addition to their own equality duties, responsibility to oversee Chief Constables exercising their duties relating to equality and diversity.  Although only in post since November 2012 I am confident that Northumbria Police demonstrate the exercise of their duties through effective internal governance. 
Equalities is a standing agenda item at every Senior Management Board meeting, a force wide Equality Board monitors issues such as workforce profile, diversity of complaints, equality policies and practice and delivery of the equality objectives.    

Both the Office of the Police and Crime Commissioner (OPCC) and the force manage the legal risks associated with not complying with the PSED by ensuring they are mitigated in a number of ways.  First, by considering equality implications in all key and major decisions; part of this consideration looks at how the decision would impact on fulfilling the three general PSED duties and improving equality outcomes in general.  Secondly when developing the approach from the OPCC to strategic risk it will be essential to include a strategic risk around a failure to embed equality into the OPCC and review regularly the actions to mitigate this risk.

I understand that the Chair of the steering group is particularly interested in examining equalities paperwork and policies relating to the delivery of the PSED in relation to procurement.  Northumbria Police working in partnership with Durham Police and Cleveland Police have developed a guidance document ‘Equality and Diversity in the Procurement Process’ to outline for suppliers the forces expectations around equality and diversity.  Suppliers tendering for business must complete a diversity questionnaire and evidence that they comply with legislation and have policies within their business to avoid unlawful discrimination and promote the ethos of equality of opportunity and diversity.  A copy of this guide is attached.  

It is perhaps worth also pointing out that in light of the austerity measures Northumbria Police have reviewed and reformed its business to function in a more efficient manner.  Throughout this process the force have demonstrated ‘due regard’ to the need to eliminate discrimination and promote equality with regard to all protected characteristics.  This was done by assessing the potential equality impact to any changes in policies, procedures and practices. This process included an EIA open discussion to which members of the former police authority were invited along with members of the Strategic Independent Advisory Group.  Staff concerns and other equality issues were also a key element of discussions with the HR department and the Trade Unions. 
Achieving Better Equality Outcomes

There are a number of ways that organisations can strengthen their delivery of the duty:

· Better identification and sharing of good practice, helping people fully realise the benefits of compliance. In addition the development of a network and identification of ‘Beacon’ public authorities would facilitate learning and improvement.

· Provide local people with clearer and more meaningful information allowing them to track the impact of the PSED on core business and the benefits and outcomes for local communities. This should be part of the delivery of mainstream communication strategies.    

· Strengthening enforcement through use of the Equality and Human Rights Commission who could use a risk based approach to assessment and hold organisations to account to evidence their success in achieving their equality objectives.   
I believe we have moved on towards a fairer more equal society, but there is still along way to go.  It is important to ensure that the outcomes of this review are about promoting and improving equality practice and outcomes and not just about cutting the perceived administrative burden.  

Vera Baird QC

Police and Crime Commissioner for Northumbria

[Supporting documentation – guidance document ‘Equality and Diversity in the Procurement Process’ – supplied separately to GEO]
