
Response to the Public Sector Equality Duty Review

Staffordshire profile

Staffordshire is a county with a long history and one of many contrasts, all of which have had an impact upon the county, its landscape and its people. Staffordshire covers an area of 1,012sqm (2,623 km2). 80% of the land in Staffordshire is rural yet three quarters of our population live in our towns and large villages. It is estimated that our population will rise to approximately 909,000 people by 2026
The overall population is ageing, with Staffordshire experiencing a 25% increase in the number of people aged 65 and over in the ten years between 2001 and 2011 and 39% increase in those aged 85 and over. These trends are projected to continue in the future, with Staffordshire experiencing a population that is ageing at a greater rate than nationally.

It is estimated that there are around 69,200 people aged 18-64 with a moderate or serious physical disability in Staffordshire. Census 2011 indicates that those over the age of 65 increased by 25% (Almost 31,000 extra residents) and these trends are predicted to continue. 

LGBT communities are thought to be between 5% - 7% which in Staffordshire, equates to between 42,425. There are 80.1% Christians. This is followed by Muslims at 1.3% which might not seem a lot but it represents a 5% increase over the decade, and it does vary by district, e.g. in East Staffs, there are around 6% Muslims which is more in line with the West Midlands generally
Staffordshire is becoming more ethnically diverse, with an increase in the black and minority ethnic population from 4% in 2001 to 8% in 2011. It is important that we increase our understanding of these communities and their needs so that commissioning decisions and service delivery are appropriate to meet the varied needs. In certain cases this may include identifying where they are, as there is limited knowledge about some people, for example the travelling community.

The overall health of our population has improved in recent years, with people living longer and fewer people dying from major illnesses, in line with national trends. However, significant inequalities exist across the area, with some people expected to live up to 12 years longer in some parts of the county than others. 

The economic structure in Staffordshire has changed considerably in recent years. In line with national trends, manufacturing has reduced considerably, with the greatest decline in jobs seen in this sector, mainly due to the decline in the ceramics sector. However, in Staffordshire manufacturing remains a significant employer,
How well understood is the PSED and guidance? 
Staffordshire County Council has been promoting awareness about the PSED across the organisation. For instance, we have invested in an eLearning Module, which all staff can access online to increase knowledge on the Equality Act 2010. 
We deliver a comprehensive induction package for staff joining the organisation. The induction covers presentation delivered by Heads of Services to raise awareness about the county’s services and our priorities.  Equality and diversity is featured as part of staff induction, therefore at an early stage, employees are aware of our commitment in delivering services to customers in a fair and unbiased way.
However, it is our equality and diversity briefings which go into more detail about the Equality Act 2010 and the three aims of the PSED, covering stages on how this needs to be taken account of when changes are being made to services. 
The PSED has not been in place long enough (less than 2 years), so it is impossible to determine the impact it has had. The protected characteristics of age, religion/belief and sexual orientation, were not covered, previously by the PSED. However, the other protected characterics that has been covered, such as disability, ethnicity, gender has been effective in ensuring beneficial changes. For instance, disabled access to buildings, improved recruitment for disabled job applicants and opening up Positive Action programmes to tackle under-representation. 

 What are the costs and benefits of the PSED? 
Taking account of equality implications during service changes and with employees can avoid situations like Judicial Reviews and Employment Tribunal challengers from occurring. When this happens, this can result in large compensation amounts being paid out, which impacts on tax payers.

Showing transparency through the publication of information means members of the public are able to see how public bodies are addressing equality issues. This approach can help to reduce the administrative time of responding to Freedom of Information requests on equality matters.

As mentioned previously the PSED has not been in force long enough to assess the overall impact. However, it is important that the duty is challenging for public bodies rather than being a process that creates unnecessary paperwork. 

There is concern that viewing the PSED as a “burden” (Red Tape Challenge) sends the wrong messages as it offers up opportunities for employees within the public sector not to take equality issues seriously.  There is the danger of staff delivering poor services as a result of this, and protected groups being more disadvantaged. There are real lessons to be learnt from the mid Staffordshire inquiry and subsequent Francis Report. The most crucial is that of organisations creating a culture that takes account of the very basic equality and human rights of individuals.
Within the private sector it is a natural process to find out more about the needs of customers so that they can respond more appropriately to need. The Government’s agenda on Localism, suggest that this is an approach that public bodies should routinely follow. Meeting compliance with the PSED means that public bodies can actually target services and therefore provide more accurately.
The PSED requires public to show “due regard” which has proportionality built into it so that organisations are able to make relevant decisions based on the scale and size of the business area.  Therefore, it is impossible to precisely state the benefits of the PSED across all public services. 

In Wales, the Government’s approach to the PSED is being used in a proactive way to help to inform choice, particularly in a time of austerity where protected groups may be hit hardest by reforms. It is therefore particularly important that the PSED is used to help inform the choices that need to be made.  

How [are] organisations managing legal risk and ensuring compliance with the PSED? 
Staffordshire County Council are using Community Impact Assessments (CIAs) to ensure compliance with the PSED.  The CIA also takes account of wider equality issues, such a health and rural implications. Please see a copy of our CIA.  

It is unfortunate that the Prime Minster’s speech about “equality impact assessments” has created confusion about what ‘due regard’ actually is. Authorities are aware that it is not about filling in a template or  ticking  boxes.

The Equality and Human Rights Commission have produced some very helpful information for public bodies. However, it is unfortunate that Government has not made it possible for the EHRC to publish a Statutory Code of Practice on the PSED.  The lack of guidance is a burden for public bodies.
 What changes, if any, would ensure better equality outcomes?

Improved leadership on equalities political leaders, Chief Executive Officers and senior management; viewing equalities as “red tape” from the Government is creating a negative effect.

Accountability and leadership is missing from Government which should be sending out messages on what public bodies “need to do”, as opposed to “not do”.
The role of the Audit Commission played a crucial role in driving through equalities for local authorities and actually helped positioned equalities as a performance and business issue.

Improved engagement with communities that are often subjected to discrimination; listening to them and using their suggestions to strengthen the PSED would be helpful towards achieving better equality outcomes. 
The Government’s Equality Strategy stated that Failure to tackle discrimination and provide equal opportunities, harms individuals, weakens our society and costs our economy’. The Government was keen to ensure that Equality is not an add-on, but an integral part of this Government’s commitment to build a stronger economy and fairer society’. Unfortunately, inequality is widening, Judicial Reviews occurring and cases of Employment Tribunal is happening and so it feels like there needs to be more of drive from Government, make real these good intention statements.   T

The review should focus on building the PSED so that it has more accountability, and bring back regulatory measures to assess how well public bodies are achieving  outcomes. 
Should you have any queries or require further information please contact: 

[name and contact details redacted by GEO]
[supporting documentation supplied separately to GEO]
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