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SOUTH AYRSHIRE COUNCIL

REPORT BY THE ACTING DIRECTOR OF SOCIAL WORK, HOUSING AND HEALTH AND HEAD OF CORPORATE POLICY AND COMMUNICATIONS
TO POLICY AND RESOURCES SUB COMMITTEE ON POLICY
OF 11 MAY 2006
	SUBJECT:
BEST VALUE AND EQUALITIES IN SOUTH AYRSHIRE COUNCIL



1.
Purpose.

(1) To recommend the creation of a Member Officer Group to help the Council meet its Best Value duty to promote equalities.

2.
Background.

(1) At a Best Value Seminar for members held on 3 October 2003 the equalities duties of the Council were discussed in some detail.  The role and responsibilities of members set out in Best Value guidance were identified and it was suggested that, to fulfil Best Value criteria, members should be integrated more fully into equalities policy development.  For example at Best Value audit, it is probable that the Council will be asked to nominate for interview members who have been involved in the development of equalities policy.  At the seminar the Director of Social Work, Housing and Health recommended that the Council establish a Member Officer Group to allow members greater opportunity to oversee the development of equalities work.  It was agreed that officers would prepare a report to this effect.

3.
Considerations.
The Council’s Statutory Duties


(1) The Council has a number of statutory duties to promote equalities.  These include  the Race Relations Act, Disability Discrimination Act and the Local Government Scotland Act 2003.  The requirements of the legislation and associated guidance are becoming increasingly demanding and include major tasks such as the review of the race equality scheme 2005, the development of a new disability equality scheme in 2006 and the likely development of a gender equality scheme in 2007.  Both the Scottish Executive and the three equality commissions have made it clear that they see the fulfilment of the obligations as non negotiable priorities for all public bodies.  Fulfilment of these obligations is crucial to the Council achieving best value. 

Duties of Members

(2) The Best value guidance requires: 

That there is a commitment at both elected member and officer level to mainstream equalities within the Best Value framework

The Council must be able to demonstrate that members are engaged in a committed to equalities within the Council.  Where this does not happen the Best Value Audit may highlight the weakness.  For example in the Best Value audit of Angus Council in 2004 criticisms were made of the Council’s commitment to equalities.

Our audit suggests that policies are implemented inconsistently across services. This, together with the lack of performance information, suggests that members and senior managers have not driven progress on equal opportunities. The Corporate Equal Opportunities Group, chaired by the personnel services manager, recognised in a paper to the Policy and Resources Committee (Feb 2001) that a strategic commitment needed to be made to report equalities issues to Committee on a regular basis. This has not yet happened.

Best Value Audit of Angus Council , 2004, Paragraph 81

Expectations Made of the Council


(3) Both Audit Scotland and the three equalities commissions in Scotland
 expect to see continuous improvement and expect councils to have made progress from the circumstances described above.  The equalities commissions have recently published a joint position paper on the development of equalities work in public authorities that sets out their expectations and a timetable for action.  They set out their expectations under four headings. 

We expect a mainstreamed approach to the delivery of equality. We do not see this as something that is bolted on retrospectively to existing practice nor as a standalone ‘project’ delivered by an ‘equalities team’. It is expected that implementation of the Duties will be a continuous and sustainable dimension to all relevant aspects of an organisation’s activities.

Whilst recognising that good process is essential to high standards and consistency, our main focus will be on outcomes. Robust schemes and policies are simply the delivery vehicle for tangible improvements; they are not an end in themselves. We will be assessing the results of the systems that are put in place as much as evaluating the systems themselves.

We expect to see compliance with the duties deliver significant acceleration in the achievement of a shared vision of a more equal Scotland. These duties were introduced specifically because the pace of change was too slow. This acceleration is expected both in the steps taken to establish effective systems and processes and in how quickly such systems and processes translate into real improvements for those groups that are particularly disadvantaged in the current environment.

Compliance with all of these duties is non-negotiable for public authorities. It is not optional, nor is there a ‘getout’ clause for certain types of organisations with particular employee or service profiles. Organisations will be expected to meet the collective and individual requirements of the race, disability and gender duties and not to allocate priorities between them.

Public Sector Duty,  Three Commissions Joint Paper  November 2005, pages 6-7.
(4) The time table for action covers the next three years.  During which time it is expected that the three commissions will merge to form the Commission for Equality and Human Rights. 

	Key Dates
	Requirements

	November 2005
	· Refresh and review race equality schemes



	December 2006
	· First schemes and action plans due for disability duty

· Take opportunity to align race equality schemes



	1 April 2007
	· First gender equality schemes to be in place



	December 2007
	· Annual reporting against plans and schemes



	December 2008
	· First reports required from Scottish Ministers




Meeting the challenge

(5) The expectations and timetable set out above form a considerable challenge for the Council.  This requirements of Best Value mean that members must be more closely involved in this process and to ensure appropriate steps are taken to comply with the requirements made of the Council.  While different committees of the Council will have role to play there is a need for one member led group to co-ordinate and oversee this work.  To do this it is recommended that a Member Officer Group be established for a period of two years from the date of this report.  The remit of the group will be 

(i) to ensure that the Council takes all necessary steps to comply with current and forthcoming equalities legislation; 

(ii) to ensure that the Council’s implementation of its equalities duties is consistent with best value; and

(iii) to support and facilitate the mainstreaming of equalities work in all departments of the Council.

The Group will report to Policy and Resources Committee.  Further details of the proposed remit are given in the appendix.

4.
Resource Implications.


The Group will be supported by the Acting Director of Social Work, Housing and Health and the Head of Corporate Policy and Communications.  The fulfilment of the Council’s duties may have resource implications, at present unquantified, for all departments and should this be the case then further reports would be submitted to future meetings of this Sub-Committee for its consideration.

5.
Results of Public Consultation.

There has been no public consultation in the preparation of this report.

6.
Recommendations.

It is recommended that a Member Officer Group be established for a period of two years from the date of this report.  The remit of the group will be to ensure that

(i) to ensure that the Council takes all necessary steps to comply with current and forthcoming equalities legislation; 

(ii) to ensure that the Council’s implementation of its equalities duties is consistent with best value; and

(iii) to support and facilitate the mainstreaming of equalities work in all departments of the Council.

Background Papers.


Public Sector Duty: Three Commissions Joint Position Paper, October 2005

Person to Contact.


Adrian Shaw

01292 612134

Date.
2 May 2006

_________________________________________________________________________

APPENDIX: PROPOSED MEMBER OFFICER GROUP ON EQUALITIES AND DIVERSITY 

Remit

To ensure that :

(i) to ensure that the Council takes all necessary steps to comply with current and forthcoming equalities legislation; 

(ii) to ensure that the Council’s implementation of its equalities duties is consistent with best value; and

(iii) to support and facilitate the mainstreaming of equalities work in all departments of the Council.

Membership

Six Elected members

Representative from CMT

A Head of Service from Each Department  

Meetings 

The Group will meet at least four times a year.

Accountability

The Group will report to the Policy and Resources Committee

Duration of Group

The Group will exist for two years when its work and future will be reviewed by the Policy and Resources Committee.

� Commission for Racial Equality, Disability Rights Commission, Equal Opportunities Commission





1

