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SOUTH EAST ENGLAND DEVELOPMENT AGENCY

BOARD MEETING ON 7 DECEMBER 2006
ITEM 7
DISABILITY EQUALITY SCHEME
Recommendation

1. The Board is invited to NOTE the development of a Disability Equality Scheme for SEEDA and to APPROVE the next steps proposed in paragraph 17, including the nomination of a Board champion for equalities and diversity.



Background

The Disability Equality Duty

2. The new duty on public authorities to produce and implement a Disability Equality Scheme was introduced in the Disability Discrimination Act 2005 and comes into force on the 4th December 2006.

3. The aim of the duty is to enable public authorities to ensure that their functions and activities, both internal and external lead to real outcomes and practical improvements in the day-to day life and experience of disabled people. This process is built around the responsibility of public sector organisations to:

· Promote Equality of Opportunity

· Eliminate discrimination that is unlawful under the Act

· Eliminate harassment of disabled persons that relate to their disabilities

· Promote positive actions towards disabled persons

· Encourage participation of disabled persons in public life; and

· Take steps to take account of disabled persons’ disabilities, even where that involves treating disabled persons more favourably than other persons.

4. Public authorities listed in the Statutory Code of Practice for Disability Equality (including Regional Development Agencies) are required to outline how they will address the objectives listed above through the publication of a Disability Equality Scheme (DES). The DES is intended to provide a practical and proportionate plan of action to ensure that all functions of an organisation consider Disability Equality in the planning, development and operation of its functions. The Disability Equality Scheme is developed on a three year basis, with the requirement for a clearly outlined methodology of review and monitoring of the scheme.
5. The main components of a Disability Equality Scheme, set down by the Disability Rights commission are:
· Ensuring that disabled people participate in the creation and review of the scheme

· An action plan with clear objectives and milestones

· Information outlining how the organisation will gather information on their performance of delivering the scheme.

· Arrangements for assessing the impact of the activities of the authority on disability equality and a process of improving these where necessary.

· A process for using the information gathered to review the schemes effectiveness and preparing subsequent schemes.
The Disability Equality Scheme in Context

6. The amended Disability Discrimination Act and its associated codes of practice are part of a wider suite of legislative initiatives to improve the proactivity of public agencies to address Equality and Diversity. As a public authority, SEEDA already has in place a Race Equality Scheme and, by 6th April 2007, we will also be required to produce a Gender Equality Scheme. 
7. The central drive behind these initiatives has increased as a result of the creation of the Commission for Equality and Human Rights who will eventually have general oversight on issues of compliance of all these codes of practice.
Involvement of Disabled People 

8. A key facet of the ability to comply with the code of practice set down by the Disability Rights Commission is the production of evidence of participation and ownership of the DES by internal and external disabled stakeholders. To this end we have created a number of levels of participation including:
· The creation of an internal reference group, led by disabled staff within SEEDA to advise on DES development and implementation.
· A web based interactive questionnaire for disabled people in the region to influence the DES and SEEDA policy in this area.

· The creation of an external disabled stakeholder group to advise and support the Equalities and Diversity team in their development and implementation of the DES.

· A regional consultation event in July, which enabled disabled stakeholders to create the framework for implementation.

· Sub regional consultation events with disabled stakeholders throughout the consultation period.
Introduction

9. The South East region has 844,000 people who are considered disabled under the Disability Discrimination Act. The region has seen the largest net growth in disabled people of all regions in the UK over the last 7 years with an increase of 23% (163,000 people) The likelihood of becoming disabled increases with age, therefore for the South East’s rapidly ageing population, addressing the barriers to work and skills development caused by disability are of prime importance to the regions future competitiveness.
10. The development of the Disability Equality Scheme has taken place between June and December 2006. The DES development process has sought to engage with as many disabled people and disability organisations as possible. 
11. A draft version of the DES was published for consultation on the 11th September 06 with the consultation period closing on the 24th November. The consultation draft was produced as a loose framework based on the core principles established through development work undertaken with disabled people and the general code of practice outlined by the Disability Rights Commission.
12. In order to comply with the legislation, SEEDA is required to have its final version of the Disability Equality Scheme on the SEEDA website by midnight on the 4th December 2006. However, a Disability Equality Scheme is a live document and therefore should undergo a process of continuous review and amendment. In order to undertake this task SEEDA have established two disabled led reference groups for internal and external disabled stakeholders. The continuous review and monitoring process will be led by a Board Champion for Equality and Diversity.
Key Scheme Actions
13. The overall objective of the scheme is that SEEDA should become an employer of choice for disabled people. This will include being proactive in the recruitment and development of disabled staff. The implementation of the DES internally will focus strongly on actions to enable greater equality of access for disabled staff progressing through the organisation. Key internal actions include:
· The need to review all written media, including the SEEDA website to ensure it meets disability access standards.
· Designing equalities impact assessment into the project appraisal and development stages to ensure that all projects, programmes and policies developed by SEEDA have considered all equalities legislation at the outset.
· The review of all human resources practices in relation to disability equality and the creation of stronger internal monitoring procedures to measure equality of access to jobs and progression.
· The creation of agency standards for disability access on SEEDA physical development programmes.
· SEEDA-wide training for staff to ensure all staff have reached a standard of understanding of the implications of the Disability Discrimination Act for their areas of work.
· The creation of an internal disabled staff group for reference for the DES and the creation of mutual support systems.
14. In order to comply with the requirement to measure impact of the DES it is proposed that SEEDA adopt the Equality Standard for Local Government, which sets out a clear framework for assessment and monitoring. In the first two years of implementation SEEDA will work towards achieving level 2 of this standard. 
15. The Equality Standard for Local Government is a comprehensive assessment framework for ensuring equality and diversity is addressed proactively public sector organisations. The standard has 5 levels. Achieving exemplar status at level 5 is extremely resource intensive and requires extensive investment and systems change management. Ultimately all organisations should be aiming to achieve level 5 and indeed in the long term SEEDA will be working towards that aim. However within the lifetime of this version of the Disability Equality Scheme SEEDA will be aiming to achieve level 2. The high level objectives of level 2 are attached at annex 1.
 16. In addition, to the internal recommendations made for SEEDA processes, external functions of SEEDA are also part of the scheme. Key recommendations made through consultation with disabled people that are now to be implemented through the scheme include:

· SEEDA to provide regional leadership in the promotion of the Business case for Diversity and specifically disability equality in employment and skills development.

· Support in the development of a South East Disability Equality Council as part of the Commission for Equalities and Human Rights regional development agenda.
· Improvements in the Business Link service to disabled people through continuous measurement on accessibility of Business Link services.
· The development of a regional ‘Accessible Venues’ directory to be promoted throughout the region.

Next Steps
17.The ‘live’ Disability Equality Scheme will be published on 4 December and copies will be circulated to Board members shortly thereafter. Subject to approval by the Board, Phil Wood will be invited to act as the Board’s champion to drive through the implementation of this and other Equality Schemes at the highest level in SEEDA.   An Equalities Manager is currently being appointed (within the approved establishment for the Strategy and Sustainability Division) to deliver the Scheme’s action plan. A process of quarterly reviews of progress will then be adopted with internal and external stakeholders groups. Jim Brathwaite will facilitate a wider discussion on Equalities and Diversity policy and activity in the January Board meeting.
Kate Annison 
Head of Development; Economic Inclusion & Social Economy
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Annex 1

Level 2 of the Equality Standard for Local Government

Headline Priorities

· Publish corporate joint equalities plan.

· Demonstrate corporate Engagement in an equality impact and needs/ requirement assessment process.

· Develop corporate mechanism for assessing development of service level equality objectives and targets.

· Create corporate structure for overseeing development of information and monitoring systems.

· Ensure that mechanisms for responding to harassment on the grounds of race, disability and gender are in place.

· Ensure that draft corporate equality plan has been circulated to designated community, staff and stakeholder groups with consultation timetable and is published in an appropriate range of formats and languages.

· Review equality content of community strategy and policy
· Establish consultation with designated community, staff and stakeholder groups and the wider community on all aspects of equality policy.

· Engage in consultation with members, employee representatives, departments and service areas on equality impact and needs /requirements assessment and all aspects of the CEP.

· Each department and service area to engage in consultation with designated community, staff and stakeholder groups on its equality impact and needs / requirements assessment and its service delivery.

· Each department and service area to engage with equality self- assessment, scrutiny and audit on its service delivery.

· Seek to ensure that the equality policy and objectives are incorporated into any ‘partnership’ arrangements engaged in by the organisation.

· Engage in department and service area impact needs/requirements assessment

· Engage in development of department / service level equality objectives and targets.

· Review of services should include the procurement function and all contracted services and partnership arrangements.

· Each department and service area to establish planning groups for monitoring and information systems

· Develop fair employment and equal pay policy element of CEP.

· Engage in employment equality assessment of the local labour market area
· Engage in workforce profiling and an equal pay review.

· Adopt procedures to ensure that publicity for vacancies does not unfairly restrict the range of applicants.

· Produce a standard range of application forms and job descriptions that are clear and explicit.

· Review personnel information system for monitoring suitability including supporting statutory ethnic monitoring duties.

· Ensure all employment procedures have been made consistent with current legislation and all relevant codes of practice?

· Develop a programme of equality training to support the CEP and departmental service objectives. Ensure that the training programme is consistent with the training arrangements in the Race Equality Scheme.
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