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	Response to:
	About the Women’s Resource Centre
The Women’s Resource Centre (WRC) is a charity which supports women’s organisations to be more effective and sustainable. We provide training, information, resources and one-to-one support on a range of organisational development issues. We also lobby decision makers on behalf of the women’s not-for-profit sector for improved representation and funding.

Our members work in a wide range of fields including violence against women, employment, education, rights and equality, the criminal justice system and the environment. They deliver services to and campaign on behalf of some of the most marginalised communities of women.
There are over ten thousand people working or volunteering for our members who support almost half a million individuals each year.
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General comments

There is currently a glut of local government consultations all with similar deadlines. Even for those with the capacity to respond, the sheer number is overwhelming. As representatives of the women’s voluntary and community sector, we feel it is imperative to engage with this new local government agenda, given the under-representation of women and women’s organisations in decision-making. However, we expect public bodies to honour the spirit of the Compact by giving stakeholders sufficient time to digest and respond to the many changes that are occurring in local governance. This means ensuring that the appropriate length of time is given to respond to all of the consultations that are published.
WRC broadly welcomes the new performance framework for local services. We think that the combination of a themed as well as a more focused service based approach offers greater opportunities to address cross cutting issues, such as violence against women and increases opportunities for partnership working. However, we need further reassurance that the reduction in service based inspections will not be at the expense of service users and will not overlook for example, the experiences of women on mixed sex mental health wards or other care services. 

We hope that the Comprehensive Area Assessment (CAA) will ensure that local authorities meet their responsibilities in terms of working in partnership with the voluntary and community sector (VCS) as it has much to offer in terms of identifying local priorities and meeting the needs of the most marginalised and vulnerable groups.
We are very pleased that this consultation document acknowledges the important role of the third sector in representing specific communities and in contributing their contextual knowledge. Specialist equalities organisations, such as women’s organisations are particularly important because they have expert knowledge of the communities they work with and live in. A focus on engaging with the VCS (including women’s organisations) would support this documents ambition for ‘high-quality engagement with all local communities’ and the obligation on Councils ‘to understand and act on the needs of the communities they serve and to promote equality and tackle inequalities’ (p12).
We would like the CAA to have a role in highlighting areas of good practice in relation to engaging the VCS; and not just the larger umbrella organisations but also smaller, grassroots organisations. This will also assist the inspectorates in achieving their aim to embed equality and human rights within the CAA. For example, the women’s sector have expertise on issues that local women face, on challenging discrimination against women, and are key to providing a voice for women in the local area, particularly the most marginalised and vulnerable women. They provide women-centred services which are able to meet the often complex needs of women.

The inspectorates could be a beacon of best practice by carrying out a gender impact assessment on the CAA before it is finalised to help anticipate any adverse effects of the new framework. 
Good practice on gender equality:
The Crown Prosecution Service is a good practice example that other agencies could follow. Before producing their draft Violence Against Women strategy, they conducted a Gender Impact Assessment. It is an excellent example of policy rooted in a clear evidence base and underpinned by an equality and human rights framework which makes the links between women’s experience of violence and wider forms of discrimination. 
We have some concerns about the data that the CAA will be based on and would welcome more information on this. We are pleased to see the emphasis on gathering accurate and reliable information, however, we are not confident that this data will capture the concerns or experiences of the women’s sector. For example, statistics may be available on incidents of domestic violence or sexual violence but are less likely to reveal what is available in terms of support for women who have experienced either historic or recent violence (such as Rape Crisis Centres). 

We recommend that provisions are made within the CAA framework which enable the women’s VCS to feedback any concerns they have about the accuracy of the data. They could then work with the local authority to identify gaps and provide the data where possible. 
On page 13, the document states that the CAA will ‘help to engage citizens and people who use services by: concentrating on what local people care about most’. However, some issues are hidden, such as domestic violence and sexual violence, female genital mutilation, crimes in the name of ‘Honour’ etc. They are issues that wouldn’t be raised unless the women’s sector was actively engaged. 
The proposals made in this consultation offer reassurance that vulnerable and marginalised communities will be engaged and that the CAA will operate within an equalities and human rights framework. Nevertheless, these aspirations are set against a backdrop of limited resources and the need for efficiency savings – including increased demands on public bodies to demonstrate ‘value for money’. 
Combined with the current trends towards commissioning and procurement this will make commissioning services from larger, generic organisations a more attractive option due to the reduced management and administration costs. Both our research and feedback from our members has found that current funding trends are already favouring generic organisations and bypassing women-only organisations in spite of their long histories in service delivery, campaigning, established user-led expertise and meeting local women’s needs.
There is a real danger that communities will lose out on the specialist expertise and experience of women’s organisations if this trend continues unabated. Support services for black and minority ethnic women are a current example of how policies such as Supporting People can have a devastating impact in practice due to their failure to understand or take account of women’s specific cultural needs.
 Considerations of equality and human rights must be central to the assessment process to ensure that the different needs of different groups are taken into account. 
Chapter 4: Area Risk Assessment
Question 1: Do you agree with the key questions, for the risk assessment, as the basis for the area risk assessment? Are there any others that should be added?
We are pleased to see that the area risk assessment ‘will consider how well the needs of vulnerable people and the need to minimise harm to the public will be met, whether or not this features as a target in the Local Area Agreement’. However we would welcome further discussion on this because: 

· there are plans to significantly reduce the number of inspections

· women experience widespread discrimination but it would be inappropriate to describe all women as vulnerable,

· there is a need to focus on systemic discrimination to ensure that public bodies are doing everything they can to advance equality for all discriminated against groups.

Given that public bodies have existing obligations on race equality, gender equality and disability equality, it would be appropriate for the CAA to take account of progress towards these as well (it would also be good practice to focus on the other equality strands of sexual orientation, religion or belief and age). 
This will help to ensure that equality and human rights is high on the agenda and central to driving improvement in local communities. Given that public bodies already have a responsibility to annually report their progress on the public sector equality duties this would not be an additional burden. In fact it would help to ensure that equality was embedded within local priorities.
In terms of key questions, we have identified a number of others which could be included in the area risk assessment:
· Is the partnership representative of the local community?

· Is there genuine involvement / engagement with the VCS, including women’s organisations?

· Is there a thriving third sector as evidenced by a mixed economy of provision?

· Does it take account of ‘real’ equality and diversity issues, including issues which might be hidden such as domestic violence, sexual violence, female genital mutilation, rape, stalking etc?

· Has there been compliance with the Compact in engaging and working with the women’s sector?
We are pleased that the new performance assessment framework provides opportunities to look at the ‘bigger picture’ (as opposed to focusing solely on individual organisations) and also to address partnership working and cross cutting issues. 
For example, women’s organisations can support authorities to address cross cutting issues such as violence against women, which is acknowledged by the United Nations as one of the key causes and consequences of women’s inequality (and which) therefore should be a key priority in developing and improving local communities.
 Women’s VCOs tackle cross cutting issues which mainstream services cannot or will not address and have wider social and economic impacts through supporting women. For example, they help women to regain their confidence and independence to look after their children or access education or employment.
It is vital that the inspectorates have an understanding of the contribution that the women’s VCS makes to addressing cross cutting issues to recognise the importance of ensuring that women’s organisations are represented and engaged in decision making. 
On page 19 it is stated that: 
‘The area risk assessment will take account of how well counties, districts and their partners including the private and third sectors are working together to address the priorities for their communities’ 
We are extremely pleased to see that this is included in the remit of the CAA. However, women’s VCOs often experience barriers to engagement because they simply cannot afford to take time out to attend meetings or respond to consultations. We recommend that the CAA assesses local services on good practice in engaging women’s VCOs, such as payment for their time for attending meetings or forums, filling in questionnaires etc. 
Good practice on policy engagement: 

WRC has been running a policy forum for the women’s sector for the last 4 years. Women’s organisations from different equalities groups and areas of work are invited to join the forum. It is a space where WRC can learn about the key issues and priorities of women’s organisations and a chance to find out what is happening ‘on the ground’. Members can exchange information, share good practice and build networks. In acknowledgement of this vital expert input and time (as well as the practicalities of small organisations arranging cover to attend meetings) we offer a payment as well as travel and childcare expenses for participation in meetings. As a result women’s organisations know that they are valued and have a genuine opportunity to engage and influence at a policy level.

There is much talk in government policy about the balance between innovation and risk. The women’s (and no doubt wider) VCSs experience is that this more often than not translates into a focus on funding new services for relatively short period of time, whilst overlooking the successes of well-established organisations. 
The women’s VCS have thirty years experience of providing women-centred services and yet the current climate of gender neutrality means that many are struggling to survive. In spite of their specialist expertise, there is an increasing preference to support larger, generic organisations to provide services to women.
 We would consider it innovative if women’s organisations were sustainably funded to carry out their vital and often life saving work.
Chapter 5: Performance Information

Q4: How should we report on the national indicator set for local authorities and their partners?
We recommend that evidence from other sources, such as specialist equalities organisations is incorporated into the assessment findings to help provide a balanced picture of how well local needs are being met. This will also hold a mirror up to the findings produced by the local authority (almost like a shadow report) to highlight gaps or inaccuracies as well as potential solutions.

The Gender Equality Duty requires public bodies to assess the impact of its current and proposed practices on gender equality. Where possible data should be disaggregated by gender and other equalities strands to ensure that any disparities in needs and access to services are revealed. 
There also needs to be an acknowledgement and understanding that equalities are not separate blocks, so there must be some practical understanding of intersectionality. This means that, where possible, data is looked at across the equalities strands to determine for example whether intersections of race, age, gender, disability, sexual orientation or religion/belief result in particular difficulties in accessing services and so on.
Chapter 6: Direction of travel
Question 7: Do you agree with our proposals for direction of travel assessments? &
Question 8: Are there any aspects of these proposals you would like us to change?
Overall, we agree with the proposals for the direction of travel and are particularly pleased to see proposals for a stronger emphasis on partnership working and that the third sector is explicitly acknowledged in this. We would welcome further discussion of how successful partnership working will be measured.
We have already detailed why authorities need to engage and involve the women’s sector. To summarise, they are able to articulate the needs and concerns of women; their services often deal with cross-cutting issues; they have specialist expertise and experience of working with local women as well as knowledge of living and working in a community; they can reach the most vulnerable and marginalised women and can support local authorities to challenge discrimination and advance women’s equality.
We would add to the proposed changes that the approach and methodology is underpinned by a commitment to equalities and human rights. 

In terms of the direction of travel assessment we have provided some suggestions as to other areas that could be focused on. For example paragraph 56 states that it will:

· ‘provide assurance each year about whether each authority is complying with its statutory duty to make arrangements to secure continuous improvement;’

We would also like to see the assessment provide assurance about whether each local authority is meeting its requirements on race equality, gender equality and disability equality (as well as the sexual orientation, age and religion or belief). As local authorities are supposed to report on progress towards these aims annually it shouldn’t place an extra burden on authorities.
We strongly support the focus to:

· ‘identify areas of innovation that might be shared as good practice’  

We suggest that this could include good practice in: 
· partnership working;

· progress towards tackling systemic discrimination;

· commissioning and procurement e.g. ensuring there is a mixed economy of service provision; 
· compliance with the Compact and full cost recovery.
If innovation refers to service provision however, we would urge the inspectorates not to overlook the work of well-established services which have amassed considerable knowledge, skills and expertise in meeting the needs of service users. 
We have also provided some suggestions as to additional considerations which could be included in paragraph 57.  

· ‘What is the rate of improvement in services and outcomes the authority has identified as priorities and issues local people say are important?’  
Will this include the opportunity to address unpopular or hidden issues such as violence against women or other equalities issues? How can we be sure that it won’t just be the loudest voices that will be heard?

·  ‘Is the authority improving both access and quality of service for all its communities and tackling inequality?’  
We are pleased that a question is included on equality in assessing the direction of travel; however we think that it needs more emphasis. For example: is the local authority making progress towards achieving its statutory obligations on race equality, gender equality and disability equality? Does the local authority consult and involve relevant organisations etc when developing local priorities e.g. does it engage with specialist equalities VCOs?
· ‘How effectively is the authority contributing to wider sustainable community outcomes and using its community leadership role to drive improvement in the area?’ 
Specifically this needs to include a focus on commissioning and procurement. The impact of commissioning and procurement on the women’s sector is discussed below. Women’s organisations require robust and sustainable funding to meet the demand for their services and to continue to meet the needs of marginalised and vulnerable women.
Chapter 7: Use of resources
Q9 Do you agree with the proposals for the use of resources assessments? &
Q10 Are there any aspects of the proposals you would like to see changed?
Public bodies are facing a significant challenge as a result of the high demands being placed on them to provide value for money and quality of service within increasingly strict spending requirements. The women’s VCS have a crucial role to play in supporting public bodies to meet the requirements of the CAA in terms of use of resources. This assessment has the opportunity to highlight the significant contribution that the women’s VCS makes in terms of cost savings to the state and the impact of service delivery on individuals, communities and wider society.
We strongly support the Audit Commission’s commitment to address concerns about commissioning and procurement (p26). The women’s VCS are key stakeholders in terms of service delivery and yet risk being excluded from bidding for contracts.
 The overall trend in commissioning is for public bodies to commission services from larger, generic organisations. Furthermore, rather than recognising the unique and added value of the women’s sector, women’s VCOs are being overlooked because their work is seen as too ‘niche’ or specialist. This is at odds with government rhetoric about providing user centred services and a mixed economy of service delivery.
If proactive intervention and an equalities framework is utilised by commissioners, the public sector and service users will benefit from all of these positive outcomes. However, if women’s organisations are sidelined in procurement processes, the already tenuous funding situation for the women’s VCS will plunge organisations further into crisis, resulting in more closures and with the higher costs passed onto statutory bodies. 
The Audit Commission’s ‘intelligent commissioning’ framework is an approach we endorse and would be a good method of assessing public bodies approach to commissioning.

The women’s VCS can help public bodies achieve outcomes across a range of different areas, for example, in terms of the health and well being of children or increased employment:
“We had one woman, for instance, who was in a state of terror because it seemed her new baby was going to be taken away. The circumstances were complicated […] but through constant negotiation, she was eventually allowed to keep her baby. Two or three of us actually agreed to take responsibility for the baby's welfare. We went to the woman's home morning and evening to give support. This wasn't easy, as she was suffering from severe post natal depression, as well as other mental health problems. But nothing went wrong. Soon, she was managing to look after the baby by herself. She started dressmaking. Then she made her own baby food, cooking for the community and establishing a small business. She does relapse every so often; this is the nature of her illness. But basically, she is doing much better.” 

(Black Women’s Mental Health Project – from website: www.bwmhp.org.uk)
Extract from ‘why women’ report

Our recent economic impact pilot study found that women’s organisations are value for money, and represent an impressive return on funding/investment (up to 385% in our case studies), and is saving the state potentially millions of pounds through its intervention and prevention work.
 Without women’s organisations, more women would be attending public services with acute health problems which could have been prevented. 

It also highlighted some of the significant savings made to public services as a result of interventions by women’s organisations which prevent re/victimisation or re/offending and problems from escalating and becoming chronic. For example, a woman is killed by her ex/partner every three days, and domestic violence costs the UK (at least) £22.9 billion per year. The overall cost to society for sexual offences is estimated as 8.5 billion with each rape costing over £76,000.
  This would be much higher if women’s organisations closed down and illustrates the importance of taking into account the work of the women’s VCOs.
We are also pleased that the Audit Commission intends to put increased emphasis on partnership working in terms of use of resources, cross cutting issues and so on. The CAA could monitor best practice in terms of engagement with VCS e.g. payment for VCS time and expertise (see earlier good practice example on policy engagement). In addition, it could allow women’s organisations (as well as the wider VCS) to provide evidence to complement that of the inspection bodies and CAA to develop a complete picture.
In terms of the three themes we suggest in the section ‘Managing money’ the addition of ‘a clear understanding and robust evidence base of the needs of the community’. In the ‘Managing the Business’ theme we would like to add ‘relationship with the third sector’ and ‘equality, diversity and human rights’.
Chapter 10: How will CAA be experienced by councils and their partners?
Q19 Will the approach described be an effective and efficient way of working with councils and their partners to deliver CAA?
Whilst we are aware of the potential benefits of a joined up approach to assessing local performance, we are concerned about the emphasis on ‘rationalisation’ in terms of the reduction in the costs of public service inspection and the more focused approach to assessments and inspection. The document says it wants assessments to be ‘less intrusive’ and will involve making less ‘demands for additional information’. 
Won’t this result in poorer outcomes for service users if areas of bad practice go unchecked? How will this ensure that the data used by public bodies is robust and not just presented in the best light? How will the inspectorates monitor outcomes where there is little or unreliable data? For example, if data hasn’t been collected on gender or other equalities groups how will progress on addressing discrimination be assessed? We would like a fuller explanation of the implications of this. Data provided by the state does not provide the whole picture and organisations working at the grass roots are often better informed about the realities of a situation.
We would like to raise an issue with the part of the document which states that:

‘Through regular contact with the CAA Lead, local strategic partnerships will have the opportunity to discuss and tackle any concerns as they arise’. 
It is no guarantee that issues of concern to the local strategic partnership (LSP) will reflect the concerns of women and other equalities groups. Therefore we would welcome further clarification about how the CAA lead will work with the LSP. For example, could they encourage LSPs to develop minimum standards on equalities representation on LSPs?

Recent research WRC carried out with Oxfam and Urban Forum found that the representation of women on Local Strategic Partnerships (LSP) is woefully low.
 Only 19% of women are chairs of different groups within LSPs and only 11% of central LSP boards have 50% or more have female representatives. Over 80% of LSPs did not monitor women's representation. In terms of the representation of VCOs on LSPs, across England only 1.8% are women’s organisations (despite comprising 7% of the voluntary sector). 
We recommend that CAA is explicitly linked to equality and human rights through the Public Sector Equality Duties on race, gender and disability and also takes account of sexual orientation, age and religion / belief.

We would also welcome further discussion about how the CAA will meet it obligations under the Public Sector Equality Duties.
For more information please contact:

Karen Moore

Policy Officer

Women’s Resource Centre

karen@wrc.org.uk
020 7324 3033
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