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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.

For more information about this response or the WRC, contact:

Darlene Corry



Women’s Resource Centre

Policy Officer



Ground Floor East, 33-41 Dallington Street
Email: darlene@wrc.org.uk

London EC1V OBB
Tel: 020 7324 3036


www.wrc.org.uk 

Introduction

We are more than happy for our response to be made public, and all of our relevant contact details can be found above. 
General comments
While we commend the IDeA for this primarily useful document highlighting an overview of equalities, there are some significant gaps in the structure of this Equalities tool. Failure to address these gaps will mean local government will not be able to adequately address equalities issues in their local area.
Alongside local equalities mapping, there is a need for a robust equalities framework, which can put this local information into perspective. This would include acknowledging and providing tools for understanding institutional discrimination, which is persistent, systematic and often hidden. 
While we appreciate the recognition inherent in the definition of equality (page 9) that “we don’t all start from the same position and to create a fair society we must recognise different needs”, this needs to be extended to spell out clearly that ‘equal’ does not mean ‘same’.  In order to challenge systematic discrimination, targeted approaches are sometimes essential and providing the same generic services to all will not work towards achieving equality where there is embedded discrimination.
There is a mainstream lack of understanding about gender inequality, and the myth that women now have equality has resulted in gender-neutral policy that does not acknowledge or meet the needs of women, and many funders no longer prioritise women. The women’s voluntary and community sector (VCS) organisations exist because women are still discriminated against. Women-only services have always been provided because the sector recognised there was a need for this kind of service. Yet many women’s groups have raised concerns about how women-only space has become less acceptable by the mainstream, how often groups now need to justify, and are challenged on, the need for women-only space, when in the past it was accepted that this was an important way of working towards gender equality. 
We have heard a large number of examples of where the Gender Equality Duty has been illegally misinterpreted to challenge funding to women-only services, despite the plethora of evidence suggesting women-only services are effective and wanted by many women, across many different fields. There needs to be an analysis of need alongside an understanding of systematic discrimination, to ensure this kind of mistake does not continue to happen.

Intersectionality is another issue which should be included in an overarching equalities framework. It is essential to ensure that equalities issues are not dealt with as separate blocks, without understanding how sites of contested power impact on one another. People have multiple identities, not individual ones.

Related to a commitment to ensuring hidden, persistent inequality is made visible and taken into account when local government decide upon local priorities, a robust equalities framework would also need to include enough information about key issues of inequality facing different groups. 
For example, Violence against women is one of the major representations of women’s inequality. It is both a cause and a consequence of gender inequality, rooted in unequal power relations. Yet this hidden issue, which has huge costs to the public and to the community may not arise within local equalities mapping and consultation.

The extent of violence against women is massive, with 45% of women in Britain experiencing sexual violence, domestic violence or stalking (Walby S. and Allen, J. (2004) Domestic Violence, Sexual Violence and Stalking: Findings from the British Crime Survey. Home Office: London). Rape, domestic violence and other forms of violence against women can have long-term and profound impacts, including mental and physical health, ability to work and access education and wider social exclusion (Coy, M.,Kelly, L et al (2007) Map of Gaps: the postcode lottery of violence against women. End Violence Against Women in partnership with the Equality and Human Rights Commission: London). 
Yet this is not an issue mentioned in the relevant indicator on hate crime, or anywhere else in the document. A solid equalities framework would take account of violence against women as key issue for gender inequality and ensure its inclusion.
The voluntary and community sector is, as this document states, increasingly important to authorities as partners. However, more needs to be done to fully incorporate the VCS into this equalities tool. The sector is primarily only mentioned in relation to service provision. Yet they play other important roles as well – alongside that of potential service provider they are also representatives of local community, they play a crucial role in community engagement and advocacy, and they campaign for important legislative and practice changes on equalities and social justice. These other roles must not be lost in the drive for commissioning, and should be better acknowledged in this document.
In particular, specialist equalities VCS, such as women’s organisations, work with the most marginalised and disadvantaged communities – they work with the ‘hard to reach’ groups. The acknowledgement of communities of interest (page 11) is important here. Yet there is no provision made in this tool to encourage exploring what these communities of interest might be, and how best to work with them. In order to ensure effective engagement with marginalised communities, there needs to be effective engagement with specialist equalities VCS organisations. Women’s organisations are the experts on gender equality, they hold specialist knowledge about the needs of the local women they support and they are effective in delivering services for and advocating on behalf of women. Specialist equalities VCS should be included when measuring community engagement.
Consultation responses
Do you agree with the move to three levels: Emerging, Achieving, and Excellent?

No Comment. There is not enough information in this document to compare to the levels in the previous equality standard. 
Do you consider that each of the levels is appropriately pitched?

It is unclear from this document whether each level depends upon also currently achieving the level below it. For example, in order to achieve an Excellent rating, it would be essential to also have to ensure they have successfully met all of the indicators for Emerging and Achieving, as well as Excellent. To achieve an Achieving rating, they would need to successfully meet all of the indicators at Emerging and Achieving. If this is the case, then each level is reasonably pitched. If this is not the case, there are significant problems, as there are key issues only mentioned in one of the levels, and not in the level above them.

Do you find it useful that the Framework highlights areas of work which will count towards compliance with:

· existing public duties  

· customer care excellence 

· good practice on community cohesion.

Compliance with the statutory requirements of the equality duties on public bodies is a legal requirement and therefore essential. However, there needs to be more joined up work needs to be done to ensure compliance. While the stages of compliance with the duty are individually mentioned as indicators throughout the document, such as consulting with stakeholders, gathering evidence and setting priorities, there needs to be a clear obligation for priorities and schemes (action plans) to be based upon consultation with relevant stakeholders and evidence of need. Please see response to the questions on indicators for more detail.
Customer care excellence is important to address, as it should focus on meeting the needs of those in a locality, and should be part of the empowerment agenda. 

Community cohesion is not a useful policy to be compliant with. As it stands, this policy could conflict with the legal duties for public bodies to promote race, gender and disability equality and if implemented could lead to increased legal challenges against public bodies by third sector organisations (such as the recent successful challenge by Southall Black Sisters, a domestic violence organisation led by and for black and Asian women, against Ealing council, which wanted to cut their funding in favour of a generic service.)

The Community Cohesion policy implies that ‘single groups’ are primarily concerned with ‘bonding’ activities, which, in turn, are unhelpful to the promotion of community cohesion. However, the Government has not put forward any compelling evidence that this is the case and neither is this confirmed by our experience working extensively with women’s organisations. For example, our research into women-only services found an enormous amount of benefits for women who use them, and our independent poll of 1000 women found that 97% of them believe a woman who has been sexually assaulted has the right to access women-only services (Women’s Resource Centre (2007) why women-only? The value and benefit of by women, for women services. Women’s Resource Centre: London)

In her letter to Darra Singh, Chair of the Commission on Integration and Cohesion, the Rt Hon Hazel Blears MP, Secretary of State for Communities and Local Government, stated that there was “a balance to be struck” and will continue to be people who “need to draw strength from resources within their own community (“bonding”)”. Domestic violence refuges and women’s health care are given as examples of when specialist and specific services are likely to be needed. The Secretary of State proceeded to acknowledge that organisations working with

‘single groups’ “have often been at the heart of social change and, where the need remains, we would want to see conditions that enable them to continue to support excluded and marginalised communities to succeed” (6 October 2007. See www.communities.gov.uk/publications/communities/hazelblearsletter).

However, we are deeply concerned that this policy would further erode women-only services, for example projects specifically for young women being pressured to deliver to young men. In a recent study on Rape Crisis centres, 43% had been challenged about delivering to women only. Funders who tried to refuse funding or pressure centres to deliver services to men included Government Offices for the regions, Crime and Disorder Reduction Partnerships, Primary Care Trusts, local councils and Probation Services (Women’s Resource Centre and Rape Crisis (England and Wales) (2007) The Crisis in Rape Crisis. Women’s Resource Centre: London).
Do you consider that the Framework now provides greater synergy with other areas of policy and practice?
One key policy area that is not acknowledged clearly enough the relationship between commissioning and equalities. 

The women’s VCS is already under considerable threat, with regular closures of much needed and often well-established women’s organisations. Public authorities are increasingly providing their funding to the voluntary and community sector through procurement or commissioning rather than grant making. Because of its prescriptive nature, procurement particularly disadvantages women’s organisations, and other marginalised equalities organisations, because they often work on politically unpopular issues not yet accepted as important by mainstream organisations and policy makers. 
To give a relevant example, one marginalised sub-sector of the women’s sector is the women’s Black and Minority Ethnic (BME) sector. Changes to funding policy have increased the likelihood of cuts, mergers, takeovers and closures. There are at least three cases of BME women’s domestic violence organisations where local councils are considering cutting grants because the organisations are specifically focused on specific ethnic communities, despite recent research which found that only one in ten local authorities has a specialist BME service (Coy, M.,Kelly, L et al (2007) Map of Gaps: the postcode lottery of violence against women. End Violence Against Women in partnership with the Equality and Human Rights Commission: London). It is widely regarded that many public bodies do not recognise or support the different needs, experiences and pathways of care for BME women and children.

Imkaan is a national second-tier organisation that supports and advocates for Black, Asian, Minority Ethnic and Refugee communities (BAMER) domestic violence refuges and projects. Imkaan’s research highlights the acute lack of funding towards specialist BAMER services and document a number of worrying trends including:

• a loss in specialist outreach and therapeutic services for BAMER women and their children
• a lack of consultation with such organisations to establish service user needs

• an increasing number of Local Authorities actively encouraging takeovers and mergers between grassroots voluntary sector groups and large mainstream service providers with no expertise or experience of delivering services to BME women experiencing violence

• commissioning practices based on the notion that generic services can meet the needs of all women despite evidence that shows that BME women are less likely to access mainstream service provision

• a lack of regard and application of the equalities duties in commissioning and funding decisions (Imkaan (2008) A Right to Exist. A paper looking at the eradication of specialist services to BAMER women and children fleeing domestic violence: Experiences of BAMER refuges. Imkaan: London).
Relevant policies that this document should be joined up with include:

· Relevant commissioning policy outlining best practice on commissioning the third sector with regards to equalities, such as Intelligent Commissioning 
· Full cost recovery and the drive by the Office of the Third Sector to ensure three year funding for the VCS as standard

· The compact and rules of engagement with the VCS

Do you agree that the Peer Challenge should be required for validation of reaching the Achieving and the Excellent level?

It is a good idea to ensure peer approval for these levels. However, it is essential that this tool is tied in to the emerging Comprehensive Area Assessment, in order to ensure independent assessment.
Do you agree with the definition of equality used in the Framework which emphasises equal life chances for all (see page nine of the Framework)?

This is a good start – it is important that the concept of substantive equality is included and it is acknowledged that we don’t all start from the same position. However, it does not go far enough.
The other concept that should be included in this definition is that of systematic discrimination. As noted by the EHRC, “Existing economic, social, cultural and institutional practices mean that women’s inequality is persistent and widespread”(Equality and  Human Rights Commission, Guidance on the Gender Equality Duty for the voluntary and community sector, 2007).
Systematic discrimination against women is the process of social, cultural and institutional practices that maintain and perpetuate the imbalance of power in gender relations. These practices are usually based upon strong social and cultural ideas of what it means to be male or female, and are often hidden or accepted as natural. Institutional sexism is the collective failure of an organisation to provide an appropriate and professional service to people because of their gender. It can be seen or detected in processes, attitudes and behaviour which amount to discrimination through unwitting prejudice, ignorance, thoughtlessness and sexist stereotyping which disadvantage and discriminate against women. (We have taken the definition used by the Macpherson inquiry into the racist murder of Stephen Lawrence, which found that there is institutional racism, to develop this definition of institutional sexism).

The other important concept to include in this definition is intersectionality. Equalities need to be seen in terms of cross-cutting issues, not as separate blocks. Women are not a homogenous group, they come from many different cultures, races and faiths, they occupy different class and economic positions, they have different sexualities, they are able-bodied and disabled, and they are many different ages. Women are not a minority group - they make up over half the population and they do come from all the other equalities groups. 
Intersectionality cannot be an add-on, it must be successfully incorporated into all of the frameworks and tools designed to achieve gender equality. Different equalities groups should not have to compete with each other for attention and subsequent resources to do their work. Instead of looking at equalities in separate blocks, we need to look at them together. 
Do you consider it appropriate that the Framework anticipates a generic equality public duty which may be introduced in the forthcoming Single Equality Bill?

Yes. This document should include a written declaration of the need to write a single equality scheme, which must look at gender, race, disability, religion/belief, sexual orientation and age. 
The Framework does not include human rights. At this stage we thought this might be just too much for authorities to take on. However, the developing equality standard in the NHS does include human rights and we seek your views on whether it would be appropriate for the new Framework to do so.

It would be entirely appropriate for this equalities tool to incorporate human rights. As local government are bound by human rights legislation, this would provide a cohesive tool which allows local government to meet all of their legal equalities and human right obligations.
The fifth area of change management – 'Knowing Your Communities – Equality Mapping' – will reflect the importance of the place shaping agenda.  Do you agree with the inclusion of this? 

Yes - this indicator is absolutely essential for local government to begin to meet their legal requirements under the equality duties. Without clear evidence of local need, there is simply no way local authorities can develop priorities and work plans to meet that need.

Do you consider the Framework reflects the new place shaping role of local government, the importance of partnership working, local strategic partnerships and local area agreements?

There is not nearly enough inclusion of specific targets on partnership working, LSPs or LAAs. This should cover how LSPs decide on membership, how LAAs decide upon local targets for inclusion, the weight of input from the community, including the VCS, in decision making processes.
There is a need to incorporate equalities into representation on LSPs, to ensure diversity and engagement with all sectors of the community. This needs to include staff, members of the community and the voluntary and community sector, as key pathways to engaging with marginalised communities. Research by the Women’s Resource Centre, Urban Forum and Oxfam (Where are the women on LSPs?, 2007) found that there was an under-representation of women working on LSPs and only 2% of the voluntary and community sector representatives were from women’s organisations (despite making up 7% of the entire VCS).
Do you think that the evidence that can be used for self assessment will also provide evidence for the new Comprehensive Area Assessment?

It is essential that needs to be part of the new CAA – if it’s only by self assessment, it will be a relatively pointless exercise.
Authorities who have reached levels one and two will be classified as Emerging. Those that have achieved level three will be treated as Achieving. Authorities at level four will be classified as Moving Towards Excellence and those at level five as Excellent. Do you agree with provision for authorities to migrate from the level they have achieved under the current Equality Standard?
Yes. 
Do you consider that the Framework successfully represents a move away from a prescriptive top-down process towards a more proportional approach where local authorities can use the Framework to determine their local needs and priorities?

Yes. However, as stated previously, there are a number of key factors that need to be included into the new Equality Standard to make it robust, before it becomes a useful tool for local authorities to accurately measure their performance on equalities.

Do you find the case studies showing how very different authorities might be measured under the new Framework to be helpful?

Yes.
We do not intend to produce detailed prescriptive guidance. However, are there areas where you would find more guidance useful?

Yes. Guidance on institutional discrimination, intersectionality, working well on equalities with the third sector and violence against women as a key gender inequality of high priority to be addressed would all be valuable.
What are your views on the indicators?
The indicators are generally very good. However, there are a number of serious issues which need to be rectified. These include:
· The need to join up evidence gathering, consultation and priority setting, in order to meet the obligations under the equality duties.
· The need to clearly identify who was consulted and how they were consulted. This should be amended in the top line question on stakeholders.
· The need for greater inclusion of the VCS throughout the document.
· The need to include information about key equalities issues alongside local equality mapping, to ensure relevant priorities are developed.

Should there be any additional indicators?

· Understanding and application of systematic discrimination.
· Understanding of intersectionality.
· Key equality issues, including Violence against women.
· How relevant stakeholders have been identified and consulted / engaged with.
· How the VCS have been included in priority setting and decision making, alongside service delivery.
Should any of the indicators be amended?
There are many indicators that could be amended or included, based upon the points raised in this response. Some specific amendments that could be made are as follows:

· Indicator 1.16 is unclear and should be taken out.
· Indicator 1.12 needs to include an acknowledgement of the value of specialist equalities services in promoting the empowerment and equalities agenda, and the need to ensure commissioning is not detrimentally impacting upon these local VCS.
· Indicator 1.17 should include ‘and policy making’.

· Indicator 1.21 should include ‘including violence against women’ after hate crimes and anti-social behaviour.

· Indicator 2.12 should include ‘including the voluntary and community sector’.

· Indicator 2.19 should include ‘ including for specialist equalities and small VCS’.

The 'How was this done?' column is not intended to be a mandatory list of actions, but rather guidance on what sort of evidence could demonstrate achievements against the Framework. Do you find this helpful?

Yes.
Comments on the consultation process

We have some serious concerns about the written text of the consultation response form.
Firstly, the first lot of questions are directed entirely at local authorities, with no space for organisations from other sectors to respond. This is not good practice as the consultation should be clearly encouraging responses from all sectors. 

Secondly, your equal opportunities information raises ethical issues. There is no declaration that this information, which is about the person responding rather than the organisation (something I have never seen in over five years working in policy) will be kept confidential and not be stored with the consultation response itself. Indeed, there is not even a blank page between the main questions and the equal opportunities information that would allow this to easily happen. For this reason, I am not including my personal equalities information. 

Finally, there are also some significant problems with how you have chosen to structure the equal opportunities questions. By relegating religion/belief and sexual orientation to the ‘optional’ box, you are giving respondents a clear message that these equalities categories are of less value or importance. This is offensive, and quite clearly against the spirit of equalities work. 
If you are concerned that people may not wish to tick answer any of the equality categories, you can simply include a ‘Do not wish to answer’ category. 

Summary of recommendations
WRC recommend that this document:

· Include a robust equalities framework within this tool acknowledging systematic discrimination, information on key equalities issues and intersectionality.
· Ensure commissioning does not negatively impact upon specialist equalities VCS.
· Ensure local governments understand the need for targeted intervention to challenge institutional discrimination, rather than adopting a ‘one size fits all’ approach to equalities where ‘equal’ means ‘the same’.
· Encourage local grant funding to support women’s organisations and other specialist groups to engage with LSPs and other local forums.
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