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	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.
We are pleased that the guidance and other related documents have acknowledged the crucial role of the third sector in developing local priorities and Local Area Agreements (LAAs) in terms of their expertise and ability to represent the views of some of the most marginalised and vulnerable groups in society. 

We strongly agree that:

‘It is essential that representatives from the local third sector…are represented as part of the formal membership of the LSP and relevant sub-groups’. (p19) 

Women’s voluntary and community sector organisations (VCOs) have much to contribute to the setting and delivery of local priorities. They are based in communities and work with marginalised and vulnerable groups of women from all backgrounds who may not otherwise access mainstream services for a variety of reasons.
  

Women’s VCOs have both local and specialist knowledge, and therefore have vital information to contribute about women’s experiences of living in an area, accessing local services and so on. They provide an essential ‘piece of the puzzle’ in developing the ‘story of a place’ and highlight issues which are often hidden such as domestic violence and sexual violence, female genital mutilation, crimes in the name of ‘Honour’ etc.  It is acknowledged by the United Nations that Violence Against Women is one of the key causes and consequences of women’s inequality (which is also mentioned in the Cross Government Action Plan on Sexual Violence and Abuse p.3) therefore should be a key priority in developing and improving local communities.

WRC research has found that women’s organisations also provide added-value in terms of meeting women’s complex needs, providing safe women-only space which involves them in decision-making and empowers in terms of building self confidence and skills.

However, the widespread belief that women’s equality has been achieved has influenced government, resulting in policies which are gender neutral and a belief that treating women and men the same will result in equal outcomes. The failure to understand or take account of the different needs of women and men is having a devastating impact on the sustainability of women’s organisations. They are increasingly being asked to justify their women-only status and are finding it more difficult to access funding, resulting in reduced service provision or closure. The Gender Equality Duty introduced in April 2007 (discussed later) was designed to address these issues but the way in which it is being interpreted is, in some cases, having the opposite effect.

We have serious concerns about the implications of this within the new local government agenda and cannot emphasise strongly enough the importance of consulting and involving women’s organisations in the development of LAA priorities. 
Consultation question:

Given that the legislation leaves the decision about when and how to involve “representatives of local persons” to the authority, have we adequately explained the duty [and] what is required?

Whilst we welcome the opportunities of the new local government agenda, we also have major concerns that the commitment to ‘take account of all of the community including the diverse range of minority community interests’ (p19) will be overridden by pressures on local authorities to reduce spending as well as the shift to commissioning and procurement. This will result in a focus on cost as opposed to a genuine opportunity to embed equalities and human rights and a commitment to tackling discrimination within local priorities. 
Furthermore women are not a minority group, and yet they experience widespread discrimination. Poor representation of women in decision making is a key example and we are aware of a range of barriers to ensuring women’s voices are heard. We know from the experiences of some of our members about the barriers women's organisations face in getting involved with their LSP. These include: not being listened to; huge amount of time commitment to participate; not having the issues they work with taken on board or even understood; and no understanding on the board of why a gendered analysis is important to ensure all needs are met. More broadly, there is a lack of understanding about the Gender Equality Duty and within the women’s sector; there are concerns about how it is being interpreted.

Recent research we 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 organisations (despite comprising 7% of the voluntary sector). 
WRC are deeply concerned that unless LSPs are underpinned by a commitment to equality, diversity and human rights, women (and other equalities groups) will not have their voices heard and the issues which are a priority for local women will fail to be reflected in local delivery plans. We were disappointed to find no mention of the public sector equality duties in the draft guidance and we strongly recommend that the ‘duty to involve’ is more closely aligned to the statutory equality duties on race, gender and disability.
We have reiterated some of the recommendations from our research which in our view should be taken on board in this guidance:

· the new ‘duty to involve’ for local authorities should include equalities targets, including increasing representation of women on LSPs.

· the new ‘duty to involve’ for local authorities should include targets for supporting the engagement of specialist equalities VCS, including women’s organisations.

· local grant funding should support women’s organisations and other specialist groups to engage with LSPs and other local forums.
The duty to involve

Paragraph 2.17 states that ‘Authorities will need to consider whether one, two, all three or none of the approaches at para 2.16 [providing information, consulting, involving in another way] are appropriate in the exercise of functions.’

WRC would like further clarification of this statement. Does this mean that authorities will be potentially able to have no level of involvement with ‘representatives of local persons’ or does this apply only in certain instances where this would be considered inappropriate? If it is the latter, then what is considered ‘inappropriate’ should also be made clear.

The draft guidance states that the ‘duty to involve’ consists of three main approaches: providing information, consulting, involving in another way. WRC is very pleased to see that the guidance includes opportunities for ‘representatives of local persons’ to get actively involved through mechanisms such as co-designing/working with the local authority in designing policies and services and in assessing services. 

However, the guidance also states that authorities are only required to ‘consider’ providing these opportunities. We would like to see a stronger commitment from local and central government to ensuring there is a mechanism by which the women’s voluntary and community sector can be involved in the design, delivery and assessment of services as well as a clearer explanation of what this might look like. It does not have to be prescriptive but some good practice examples may highlight the benefits to local authorities of working in partnership with the third sector.
We are very pleased to see that the guidance document recognises the strengths of the third sector in representing and advocating on behalf of marginal / vulnerable groups and on providing ‘relevant expertise and specialist knowledge that might help the authority in reaching out to marginalised and vulnerable groups’. It is vital that local authorities use these skills and experience to inform their planning and delivery processes as this will not only contribute to the evidence base for the ‘story of a place’ but also provide a means of addressing cross cutting issues. Violence against women provides a clear example of this (see box below).
Example: Violence against women 
Violence against women is currently being addressed, particularly at a local level in a piecemeal way resulting in a ‘postcode lottery’ of services for women who have experienced violence.
 The new LAA arrangements, particularly in terms of flexible budgets, offer a significant opportunity to take an integrated and strategic approach to violence against women, which not only takes account of the different types of violence that women experience but which also addresses the different policy areas in which it has an impact. 

For example, local authorities have tended to focus largely on domestic violence as a community safety and criminal justice issue. The new LAAs offer the chance to broaden this scope to encompass other forms of violence such as sexual violence, forced marriage, prostitution, trafficking and female genital mutilation and the areas they cut across such as health, education and children and young people. 

This will impact in several ways. As well as promoting and enhancing partnership working to address a cross cutting theme it will provide an opportunity to pool resources and improve the co-ordination of service delivery. Crucially, as the LGA have highlighted it will help authorities to meet targets on a range of areas.

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. 
Gender Impact Assessments should be carried out on LAAs and related documents, such as the Sustainable Community Strategy so they are underpinned by a clear gender analysis and evidence base for taking gender into account. Evidence also needs to be based on consultation and involvement with women’s VCOs to ensure the concerns of women are reflected in policy and practice.

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. 
Practically, this could mean finding out which VCOs work with women or other specialist equalities organisations in your locality and ensuring that they are able to engage in policy development or by linking in the operation of the LSP with the local authorities Gender Equality Scheme. The former would require the local authority to take account of the limited resources of the VCS as the majority of organisations will lack the capacity to engage.
Good practice on consultation: 
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.

“What information, consultation, involvement is appropriate?” (p26)
We support the statement that ‘Authorities should ensure that representatives of local persons are informed / consulted / involved in a way that considers their needs.’ For women’s organisations this needs to include acknowledgement of the resource constraints that they have both financially and in terms of time. Local authorities could demonstrate their commitment to engaging women’s organisations through small grants which acknowledge their expertise as well as the cost of the time spent out of the organisation.

We would also strongly support and encourage local authorities to engage in partnership working with others (and at the earliest opportunity) especially VCOs working on cross-cutting or other relevant issues. 

Good practice on gender equality:
South Essex Rape and Incest Crisis Centre (SERICC), Thurrock LSP and Oxfam are currently working in partnership to carry out research on women’s representation and participation in the Thurrock LSP ‘family’ (which includes the Local Area Agreement, Crime and Disorder Reduction Partnerships, Community Involvement Boards and the Children’s Trust).  
The Gender Equality Duty

The ‘duty to involve’ also needs to take account of the gender equality duty. In order to meet the requirements of the GED to have due regard to the need to promote equality of opportunity for women and men and eliminate unlawful harassment and discrimination, the LAA will need to ensure that it doesn’t have an adverse impact in terms of progress towards gender equality.

This means that the LSP needs to identify the priority areas that need to be addressed in order to address discrimination against women. Research has shown that almost half of all women will experience some form of violence from harassment and stalking to rape,
 therefore should be reflected in the LAA as a key local priority. The LSP should also be encouraged to use data which has been disaggregated by gender and other equality strands to ensure that they will not be adversely affected by policies or plans which are developed.
Consultation question:

In defining the duty to co-operate it is important to strike the right balance between using this as the basis to create more effective partnership working locally and not being too prescriptive regarding processes. Have we struck the right balance in the draft guidance?
In responding to this question, we have drawn on sections 4 and 5 of the draft guidance. In the section on ‘Agreeing priorities for an area’, the guidance states that:

‘The aim of the duty to consult and co-operate in determining LAA targets is to involve all partner authorities in identifying the right mix of targets for a draft LAA based on the agreed evidence-base and longer-term priorities in the Sustainable Community Strategy.’ p.37

However, responsible local authorities need only ‘consider’ (p38) consulting with non partner authorities (which includes third sector organisations). We would not want to place any extra burdens on the VCS by suggesting that the duty to consult is extended; however, we think this section needs to be strengthened to ensure that there is a balance of representation in negotiating and agreeing targets. It is vital that the women’s VCS is on a level playing field and that there is a commitment to working effectively with marginalised groups so they have the opportunity to impart their expertise and influence the LAA.
Without this there is a risk that the new LAA arrangements may continue to ignore the needs of women within their communities (particularly in non city areas where the understanding of gender issues is less robust).

VCOs are a vital source of intelligence and expertise about how best to meet the needs of local communities. Therefore including them formally in the negotiations can only enhance the development of priorities and planning.
On page 39, the guidance states that:

‘They must also ensure that in co-ordinating the negotiation and decision-making processes that it is meeting all the normal requirements of local government legislation.’

Presumably, this includes adherence to the Public Sector Equality Duties on race, gender and disability (and it would also be good practice to take account of the other equality strands of sexual orientation, age and religion / belief). The Gender Equality Duty requires public authorities to have due regard to the promotion of equal opportunities between women and men and to eliminate unlawful harassment and discrimination. In addition, public authorities have to take gender into account in all its functions to ensure that its policies and practices do not adversely impact on either women or men.
We strongly agree with the section on ‘the distinction between designated and non-designated targets’ that the non-designated targets are on the same legal footing as the designated targets. Further, we also strongly support that the non-designated targets will be taken into account as part of the Comprehensive Area Assessment as this would partially address concerns that if resources are not linked to non-designated targets they may fall off the agenda.

In terms of revising an LAA, we are pleased to see that the guidance states that non-partner authorities are consulted if there are any changes to the non-designated local improvement targets which are relevant to them. However, we would argue that the same should apply for reviewing designated targets. Rather than consulting with ‘any other persons who appear appropriate’ the guidance should read that ‘the responsible local authority must consult any non-partner authorities to whom the target relates’.
“What constitutes co-operation?” (p45)
We are concerned that the duty to co-operate to agree targets may exclude women’s sector organisations from having an influence on identifying local priorities to be addressed in the LAA. The duty to co-operate does not apply to third sector organisations and whilst this may be appropriate, in order to avoid overburdening the VCS, it runs the risk of downgrading the perceived value of consulting with the ‘non-partner authorities’. 

Whilst the LSP is, logically, where co-operation should take place this also places women’s organisations at a disadvantage, given the low representation of women’s organisations on LSPs (as discussed earlier).
 If women’s organisations are not represented from the outset then it is highly unlikely that issues of concern to women will be identified or addressed in local priorities. We want the guidance to be explicit about how it will make sure that there is representation on LSPs of women’s and other equalities organisations and that this will result in meaningful engagement with local authorities as evidenced by key equalities issues being reflected in LAAs and other local delivery plans (see earlier recommendations).
Consultation question:

In defining the implications of ‘having regard to local improvement targets’ it is important to strike the right balance between using this as a basis to ensure clear accountability and a greater likelihood that these targets will be met without being too prescriptive regarding processes. Have we struck the right balance in the draft guidance?
We agree that responsible local authorities and partner authorities should have regard to local improvement targets to ensure that they are fully embedded within their business planning and performance management processes. This will provide an important means of delivering and monitoring targets and ensuring that the responsible and partner authorities are accountable for all of the targets they have signed up to. This also needs to be clearly linked to meeting public bodies’ obligations on equality.
Consultation question:

We want to place service users and communities at the heart of commissioning. Do you believe that the guidance give, here, together with that on the new duty to involve in section 2 work together to help achieve that ambition?
We have serious concerns, as it stands, that the focus on commissioning and procurement will negatively impact on women’s sector organisations and their service users.
For example, although the draft guidance encourages local authorities to ‘…recognise and embrace diversity in the ways services are provided…’ and also that: ‘…best value is more likely to be achieved where there is a positive approach to achieving a mixed economy, rather than where any one supplier dominates the provision of services in an area,’ in reality pressure to reduce public spending will be the most significant influence on commissioning decisions. 

The three per cent efficiency savings (as announced in the Comprehensive Spending Review) that all local authorities must implement over the next three years 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. 
We are deeply concerned that as a result women’s VCOs are being overlooked in commissioning and procurement processes because their work is seen as too ‘niche’ or specialist. Again this is at odds with the rhetoric within the draft guidance of a mixed economy of service delivery.

Women’s VCOs work on health, criminal justice and social care issues other organisations cannot, or will not, address such as rape and rape convictions (which are at an all-time low), childhood sexual abuse and incest (and the mental health repercussions this gives rise to), self-harming, drug and alcohol dependency, domestic violence, female genital mutilation, honour killings, sexual health information, child protection, forced marriage, safe housing etc.
Women’s organisations work with some of the most socially excluded women in the UK, and as such, must be effectively resourced and supported as part of the government’s wider strategies on social exclusion and fostering more locally-responsive and accountable service provision. This mountain of expertise, dedication and hard work needs to be acknowledged and effectively utilised by commissioners.
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. 

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 £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.
Consultation question:

The commitment to three year grant funding for partners in third and business sectors is important. Have we struck the right balance between using this guidance to strengthen that commitment and not being too prescriptive regarding process?
Open and Fair Competition
We support the statement in the draft guidance that decisions about public money should be based on objective assessment and accurate information. We strongly recommend that this incorporates the use of data which is disaggregated by gender and other equalities strands where possible. Good commissioning can only be truly effective if all members of the community (including the most marginalised and hard-to-reach groups) are catered for. Breaking down data will ensure that any disparities in needs and access to services are revealed.

The Gender Equality Duty, as already mentioned, requires all public bodies (including those in commissioning) to take active steps to promote gender equality in all their work. It will be a legal requirement to take gender into account in all commissioning procedures. Currently, the draft guidance makes no reference to either the public sector equality duties or of the need to embed equality into LAAs more generally. We strongly recommend that the guidance clearly establishes this link so that local authorities are reminded of their statutory obligations to promote equality. 

Supporting providers and sustainable funding

WRC is very pleased to see that the draft guidance wants to promote sustainability of organisations through long term funding and sensitivity to the capacity of small to medium sized third sector organisations in delivering outcomes. 
We recommend that this section of the guidance makes explicit reference to the Audit Commission’s report on commissioning from the voluntary sector
 as this provides a strategy for ‘intelligent commissioning’ enabling commissioners to:

· maintain a detailed understanding of what services their users needs and involve local voluntary organisations in identifying them.

· develop a good understanding of the market, knowing who can supply particular services at an affordable price.

· run an effective procurement process, balancing the need for short-term efficiency gains with longer-term market development objectives. This includes providing a choice of grants or contracts, developing a sound basis for determining price, having a transparent and efficient process prior to awarding the contract or grant and an effective management of the working relationship after the grant or contract has been awarded.

The Commission also recommends that local bodies should engage local voluntary sector organisations in service planning and designing commissioning processes that will encourage diverse providers and improve how they measure value for money in public services. In addition, it recommends a broader view of ‘added-value’ which takes outputs and outcomes into account as well as inputs. A unit cost approach often puts smaller organisations at a disadvantage and so satisfaction surveys to measure user-focused criteria should be set alongside considerations of cost effectiveness.
For more information please contact:
Karen Moore

Policy Officer

Women’s Resource Centre

karen@wrc.org.uk
020 7324 3033
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