PSED Review – call for evidence 

South Somerset District Council remains committed to promoting equality, recognising and valuing diversity, and respecting the principles of human rights. We believe that everyone in our local communities has the right to be safe and protected from harm, to be treated fairly and with dignity, to live the life of choice, and to take an active part in the community. These fundamental principles of human rights are at the very core of our service delivery. This means that everyone should have equal access to our services and the right to be treated fairly by those services.

The Public Sector Equality Duty (PSED, ensures that we deliver real equality outcomes, with our residents able to hold us to account. The statutory requirements reinforce the importance of upholding our duties and responsibilities.
The duty to produce Equality Objectives and Information has led to us bringing together the significant progress in equality and diversity that the district had achieved over previous years and building upon it. This legal requirement has helped us to identify, prioritise, and target specific issues faced by protected characteristics. We are more able to respond to gaps in service delivery, employment and working practices. Examples include a new commitment to produce Easy Read documents, to identify additional support requirements for Carers, to produce BSL videos on our website and to undertake Access Reviews on our Village and Community Halls. The Objectives also set out how we can implement and further embed equalities into the Procurement and Grants Allocation process.
The Equality Objectives set out how we will deliver and achieve our equality aims through key tasks in our action plan. The Equality Objectives are consistent with SSDC's Council Plan 2012 - 2015 and have been presented to our Scrutiny Committee and endorsed by our District Executive. The Action Plan is monitored through our Performance Management System.
One key and easy way for us to demonstrate ‘due regard’ to the ‘three aims’ of the PSED, is by carrying out Equality Analysis, (EqAs).  This helps to ensure that our services, strategies, policies and functions are meeting the different needs of our local communities as well as legal compliance. The EqAs check that the decisions and activities we undertake do not disadvantage different groups. Consideration is given to the Protected Characteristics. However, because our district also covers a large rural area, we also consider issues of a rural nature. SSDC has a long history of Armed Forces being based locally. We have signed up to the Armed Forces Covenant and ensure that equalities considerations are also included for this group. SSDC are working with the Armed Forces community on a range of priority areas including: building communities; education, skills and employment; housing, benefits, health and welfare.

The Equalities Steering Group, (ESG) is now well established. It has representation from Voluntary and Community Sector organisations and groups. The ESG is chaired by the Portfolio Holder for Equality and Social Inclusion. Other members include our Community Cohesion Officer, our Gypsy and Traveller Site and Liaison Officer as well as individual officers presenting an EqA. It is the Group's responsibility to steer the approach to equalities work throughout the council's services, delivery and functions.

In addition to this robust EqA process, we have also introduced a Finance Equality Impact Assessment on all budget savings.

Through carrying out EqAs, we continue to work on reducing the barriers that deny people access to our services as well as promoting our equalities work through delivery outcomes. Examples illustrate how the EqA process has supported us in making some difficult decisions. These have included reviewing and amending our Gypsy and Traveller Site Allocation policy, decisions to close Public Conveniences and reduce opening hours in our Community Offices, producing the Council Tax Benefit Reduction Scheme, Local Plan and procurement process relating to the purchase of Play Equipment. Through the EqA process reviewing the District wide Car Park Strategy, a number of key issues specific to people with disabilities were identified and will now be resolved.
The Community Cohesion Officer provides a monthly EqA surgery that offers support, advice, guidance and training on all aspects of the EqA process. Our Equality Champions also receive information on all aspects of EqAs.

Case examples demonstrating PSED compliance:

Yeovil Faith Walk sponsored by the Scouts Association. The Faith Walk is an accessible journey linking Faith buildings (Mosque, Church) and areas in Yeovil Town Centre and Country Park, which have either a religious or a wider spiritual purpose.

Each building or site will provide information sign containing: 

•
Information on the history of the building and on the strand of faith

•
An activity to take part in or discuss linked to the relevant faith. 

The Faith Walk helps young people and adults develop a greater awareness and understanding of different faiths. Local Schools, Uniformed organisations and Youth Groups are all planning to utilise this innovative resource.
The South Somerset Gypsy and Traveller Forum suggested that a video be made to celebrate and promote Gypsy culture and life. Following discussions with Yeovil College it was agreed that this piece of work could be completed by a group of students undertaking the Media Studies course.
Aims of this project:
To encourage collaborative learning between different community groups

To raise awareness and participate in discussing common themes affecting Gypsy/Travellers by sharing life stories and experiences

To produce a documentary film that explores Gypsy culture and education

To project positive role models who are able to inspire people 

To promote the film as an educational tool
Engagement work with the local Deaf Club highlighted a number of service provision gaps. As a result we put on Deaf Awareness training for all of our frontline staff to ensure that issues of communication were addressed. We are also in the process of putting BSL videos on our website.

Our Tourist Information team were able to support a group of Deaf customers who were experiencing discrimination and difficulties in organising their annual holiday in another County. We were able to liaise and arrange with the resort the specific access requirements of the group.
We learnt that communication and access needs vary and that our information must reflect this. We worked closely with the Sensory and Hearing Loss teams to understand particular needs. Deaf customers are now more comfortable in approaching our Housing and Welfare Benefit Teams in the knowledge that BSL Interpreters will be arranged if required, that we can SMS text or fax information.
The PSED is essential in supporting us to carry out our equalities aims and objectives. It is early days in its implementation, particularly in relation to some of the newly included Protected Characteristics. In current times it is more important than ever to ensure that we remain committed to the issues that impact on the most vulnerable and disadvantaged groups. Eliminating discrimination and advancing equality are central to this outcome.
The Guidance documents produced by the EHRC and GEO have been invaluable in helping to understand and structure our equalities work. However, it is disappointing that the EHRC have not produced the Public Sector Statutory Codes of Practice that we were eagerly awaiting. SSDC have also made use of the Equality Framework for Local Government as a monitoring tool. Having no effective outside audit to measure outcomes, provides some difficulties in consolidating the positive work undertaken.
