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Executive Summary

Please provide some main conclusions in terms of: 
a) 
To what extent has your public authority’s approved scheme provided a workable basis for mainstreaming the need to promote equality of opportunity and good relations into policy-making over the past five years?

From its inception, the Commission has worked tirelessly to promote human rights and equality issues in public policy and practice, and in legislation, using the full range of functions and the powers available to it.
The Commission is founded on a commitment to equality, and respect for, human rights and diversity, which permeates throughout the Commission and its ways of working.

The development of the Equality Scheme helped articulate this commitment, which is contained in all the Commission’s corporate documents, eg strategic and business plans, and annual reports.  Reviews of the Equality Scheme and the annual progress reporting requirement have helped ensure a continuing dialogue about equality in the organisation, so that mainstreamed equality practices are reviewed to ensure that good practice is not taken for granted.  All committees and working groups are equality proofed to ensure a balance in terms of gender and community background, and the terms of reference for each includes a requirement to respect work/life balance.
However, the Commission’s commitment and enthusiasm for best equality practice resulted in an Equality Scheme, which with hindsight proved over ambitious.  This was compounded by restructuring and a period of rapid change, which led to no EQIAs being completed during the five year period.
b)
What key lessons have been learnt over the past five years in terms of effectively implementing the approved equality scheme?

The key lesson learnt in respect of implementation of the Commission’s Equality Scheme is to ensure that plans and activities are realistic, given the work and resources of the organisation.  While we are committed completely to implementing best practice in respect of equality and human rights issues as an employer and service provider, and have effectively mainstreamed this in our thinking and ways of working, more effective planning is needed to ensure that we meet obligations to screen and impact assess functions and policies.
c)
What more needs to be done to achieve outcomes for individuals from the nine equality categories?
The Commission’s Strategic Plan for 2006–09 identifies support to minority and vulnerable communities such as disabled people, older people, people who are lesbian, gay, bisexual or trans, Travellers, and challenging racism and providing support to migrants as particular priorities.  Furthermore, rural, faith, business and Unionist communities have been identified as groups that require particular attention in order to increase confidence in the human rights agenda.  Work is being carried forward in these areas through the Commission’s Business Plan for 2007–08.  Other priority areas for the Commission for 2007–08 are women, migrant workers, and human trafficking.
The Commission has, in section 9 below, set out a programme of screening and EQIAs for the next 12 months.
A re–constituted Equality Committee, comprising Commissioners with a particular expertise in equality issues, has brought renewed vigour to the Equality Scheme, which will ensure the programme of work for 2007–08 will be implemented effectively.  This will also provide a sound basis for the further development of the Equality Scheme once guidance has been issued by the Equality Commission.
1.
A general introductory statement specifying the purpose of the scheme and the public authority’s commitment to the statutory duties.

1a)
To what extent were senior management involved in ensuring scheme compliance over the 5 year period and what further steps could be undertaken to ensure effective internal arrangements?
Equality and human rights are inextricably linked.  The work of the Commission overlaps with that of the Equality Commission in many respects and a Memorandum of Understanding has been prepared to identify areas for joint working and with protocols to avoid duplication.
In seeking to mainstream equality and human rights considerations, both Commissions have worked together in developing proposals and considering the content and implications of a Single Equality Bill for Northern Ireland, and in other important areas concerning rights, such as tackling disability discrimination in education.  Both Commissions are currently scoping a joint project in respect of poverty, a key determinant of inequality.
Through working with the then Department of Constitutional Affairs in Westminster and the Office of the in First Minister and Deputy First Minister (OFMDFM) in the Northern Ireland administration, and in collaboration with the Irish Human Rights Commission, we have sought to have human rights and equality considerations introduced to mainstream public policy debates.

A commitment to equality is one of the core values of the Commission, which underpins the ethos of the organisation.  This equality commitment is displayed on the Commission’s website, in its corporate documents (eg in its strategic and business plans and annual reports), on walls in the Commission’s offices and in recruitment documentation.

From the outset the Commission gave top level commitment and leadership to its Equality Scheme and equality matters generally.  This manifested itself with the Chief Commissioner and Chief Executive playing active roles on the Commission’s Equality Committee, with membership drawn from both Commissioners and staff, which developed the Equality Scheme.
The Chief Executive was the Commission’s designated Equality Officer for the first five years of the operation of the Equality Scheme, until her departure from 1 June 2007.  The Equality Officer role has now passed to the Head of Corporate Services, overseen by the Chief Executive.
A hiatus in the appointment of a new Chief Commissioner and Commissioners in 2005 impacted on the work of the Equality Committee, which was reconstituted at the end of 2006.  This newly constituted Equality Committee has injected new vigour into work to take forward the Commission’s Equality Scheme.

In the Commission’s experience, a key enabler for equality is ensuring that it is seen as a core value, and that people at all levels are aware of best practice in respect of equality issues.  In this way mainstreaming becomes the norm and equality considerations are at the fore in all aspects of the Commission’s work and 
decision–making.

Clearly top level commitment to equality helps embed it as a core organisational value.  This commitment to, and respect for, human rights and diversity is included in job descriptions for all staff, which helps further reinforce it as a value of the Commission.
A knowledgeable and committed Equality Committee, overseen by the Commission, helps hold the Equality Officer and Chief Executive to account for implementation of the scheme, as well as provide expert advice.
1b) 
Outline annual direct expenditure of resources to ensure that the statutory duties were complied with, in terms of staff and money over the past 5 years, and comment on the extent that all necessary resources were allocated.

	Year
	Full Time Equivalent Staff
	£’s

	2001/02
	1.0
	5,000

	2002/03
	1.0
	5,000

	2003/04
	1.0
	5,000

	2004/05
	1.0
	5,000

	2005/06
	1.0
	5,000


During the first four years of the Equality Scheme the Commission set aside a discrete budget of £5,000 for equality work.  However, we found that, with equality mainstreamed, it was difficult to isolate specific expenditure on the Commission’s statutory duties and therefore ended this practice from 2005–06.  Equality–related expenditure occurs in respect of accessible venue hire for consultation events and other outreach work, reasonable adjustments for participants in events, producing information in different formats, improving accessibility, training and development on equality issues, and so on.  We estimate that this expenditure at least equates, and probably exceeds, the Commission’s original annual equality budget.

In terms of staffing, we can isolate the role of the Equality Officer, and those members of staff engaged directly in outreach working with groups covering the Section 75 equality categories, and those with compliance issues, and we estimate this input amounts to the equivalent of one full–time member of staff per year or around 5% of the Commission’s staffing cadre.
2. 
An outline of how the public authority intends to assess its compliance with the Section 75 duties and for consulting on matters to which a duty under that section is likely to be relevant.

2a) 
Outline impacts and outcomes (for the public authority and/or individuals from the nine equality categories) over the past five years and what further steps could be undertaken to build on these or address underreporting? 

A comprehensive consultation process on the nature and content of a Bill of Rights for Northern Ireland was conducted in 2001 and 2002.  This received over 400 submissions from individuals and agencies, following a large number of public meetings, seminars and training events throughout Northern Ireland to ensure that as many views as possible were heard.  Independent working groups were formed to consider issues in respect of specific rights areas, including equality, children and young people, victims, language and culture and identity.  A specific conference was held to look at the rights of ‘vulnerable people’, including disabled people, children and young people and people in care.  This consultation work involved best equality practice to ensure that all groups were able to contribute, including using accessible venues, the use of sign language interpreters, other language translations, translation of key documents into a number of languages other than English, support for carers, media advertising campaigns to raise awareness of the Bill of Rights and the consultation process, and so on.  
The result has been an extensive resource of knowledge and views in respect of a Bill of Rights for Northern Ireland, which has been made available in a dedicated and accessible website (www.borini.info).  As well as assisting the Commission to reach its own conclusions in respect of the advice it gives to the Secretary of State for Northern Ireland on the Bill of Rights, it is hoped that this resource will help inform the Bill of Rights Forum, which has been established by the government to reach consensus across the political parties and civil society.
The Commission has developed two three–year strategic plans (2003–06 and 2006–09) during the period covered by this review.  Both exercises involved extensive consultation.  Following consultation, the current Strategic Plan identifies minority and vulnerable communities such as disabled people, older people, people who are lesbian, gay, bisexual or trans, and Travellers; and challenging racism and providing support to migrants as particular priority areas.  In turn, this has manifested itself in work to promote the new United Nations ‘Convention on the Rights of people with Disabilities’, the publication of guides for migrant workers, working to improve sites for Travellers and intervention in a judicial review to highlight the human rights issues in relation the Equality Act (Sexual Orientation) Regulations (Northern Ireland) 2006 which covers the provision of goods, facilities and services, which is being challenged by some faith groups.
The Commission’s work more generally is informed by regular contact with groups and individuals representing the following sectors:  disability, older people, children and young people, black and minority ethnic, carers, women, sexual orientation, transgender, language, Travellers, and faith.  We also maintain links with all the main political parties in Northern Ireland.
The Commission’s education function has had a particular focus on ensuring that rights issues feature strongly in the curriculum in schools.  The Commission was involved in the development of the BORIS (Bill of Rights in Schools) resource, which has been used widely.  More recently, the Commission’s education work has focused on raising awareness of women’s issues and building capacity within NGOs to respond effectively to the government’s report on its work to implement the Convention on the Elimination of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW).
The Commission’s investigations work has had a particular focus on children and young people and women in detention and resulted in a number of recommendations for change in policy and practice in this area, many of which have been implemented.
The Commission has had a number of notable successes in relation to its casework function.  For example, the support given to the case of sexual abuse of a child in a boys’ boarding school not only helped resolve that particular case but ensured that new guidelines and checks were introduced and applied in all schools by the Department of Education.  Assistance to a female prisoner to challenge the practice of strip–searching, after which the Prison Service announced a review of the practice affecting not just female prisoners, but all prisoners.
Lastly, the Commission has worked tirelessly to ensure that equality considerations are at the heart of our own internal arrangements.  Some £300,000 has been spent on the Commission’s offices since 2004, which has included work to further improve the accessibility of the building.  We have redesigned our website to ensure that it complies with current best practice in respect of accessibility.  We have a textphone number (028 9024 9066) and plan to introduce a language line and SMS text service to further improve access to our services.  Personnel policies reflect best practice for a small organisation and the Commission was one of the first organisations in Northern Ireland to abolish its retirement age, which goes beyond the requirements of legislation to outlaw age discrimination.  Furthermore, we have developed our own style guide, so that the use of an accessible font size is standardised throughout the Commission and plain and acceptable language is used, particularly in respect of words and phrases where particular sensitivities exist.
2b)
Outline the number of equality scheme related consultation exercises undertaken by your authority over the past five years. Set out the number and percentage related to screening exercises and to EQIAs and indicate the extent that your scheme helped you to engage with external stakeholders. 

As described above, the Commission has embarked on several major consultation exercises, particular in relation to the Bill of Rights and our own strategic direction.  A number of consultation approaches were adopted including mass distribution of consultation documents, focus group discussions, targeted meetings with stakeholders, and bespoke events for particular groups, eg children and young people, people with learning disabilities, etc.  These approaches met with varying degrees of success, the most successful has been through maintaining ongoing contact through outreach work with individuals and groups representing specific sectors and equality categories.
The Commission decided in its Equality Scheme to screen in all its functions and polices for EQIA.  This meant that no consultation has taken place on screening exercises.  Moreover, extensive restructuring and rapid change meant that the Commission was unable to meet this positive intention and no EQIAs have been conducted to date.
2c) 
Indicate if your list of consultees was amended during the 5 year period and what further steps could be taken to develop your level of engagement and consultation? 

Ensuring an up–to–date database of key contacts in all sectors is essential in ensuring that the Commission’s messages reach all its stakeholder constituencies.  This has relied on regular mail outs to check changes in contact details, etc, and staff reporting changes in their own contacts.  More recently, the Commission has invested heavily in its communications, with a magazine (‘NIHRC Review’) and a regular e–bulletin, which help the Commission both get its messages out and provide a means for stakeholders to notify the Commission of changes in their contact details.  

The Commission has just implemented a new contact management system, which has involved a complete overhaul and refreshing of its contacts database, and provides a platform for recording all contact with key stakeholders and an easier way to capture changes in contact details.  It also specifically captures those stakeholders with an interest in the Commission’s Equality Scheme.
In terms of improving the Commission’s level of engagement with individuals and groups with the nine equality categories, the Commission’s communication strategy identified two groups or sectors where engagement has been less than satisfactory – Unionists and faith groups.  Since then, the Commission’s public affairs work has sought to target these sectors and build confidence.  A major conference aimed at faith groups is planned for November 2007, which the Commission is co–hosting with the Irish School of Ecumenics.
2d)
To what extent did your authority consult directly with directly affected individuals as well as with representative groups, particularly in relation to young people and those with learning disabilities, and was this sufficient? 

As described above, the Commission’s consultations have targeted both individuals and representative groups, including consultations directly with children and young people and people with learning disabilities, particularly in respect of the Bill of Rights.  Furthermore, we have ongoing contact with groups representing children and young people and people with learning disabilities, which helps the Commission maintain its understanding of issues facing individuals within these groups.
We strive to provide individual feedback to every respondent on their views, but resource constraints have largely prohibited such an approach to date.  However, at a minimum, all respondents to consultation events are sent copies of final documents and thanked for their participation.
3. 
The authority’s arrangements for assessing and consulting on the impact of policies adopted or proposed to be adopted on the promotion of equality of opportunity.
3a)
Outline and discuss the number of policies your authority subject to screening over the past five years, setting out the number and percentage of ‘policies screened in’ on the basis of equality considerations and the percentage ‘screened in’ on the basis of the good relations duty.

As stated in section 2(b) above, the Commission’s Equality Scheme committed the Commission to screen in all functions and policies for EQIA.
3b)
To what extent did your authority’s consideration of the screening criteria not identify equal opportunity implications on any of s75 categories, but for which consultees then highlighted problems? 

Not applicable (see 3(a) above).
3c) 
Outline over the past five years how many EQIAs your authority commenced as a result of i) initial screening and ii) as a result of screening new/revised policies subsequently, and discuss the extent that your authority has become more effective at identifying equality of opportunity dimensions in its policies.
None (see 3(d) below).
3d)
Outline over the past five year period the percentage of your authority’s initial EQIA timetable that reached i) stage 6 of the EQIA process i.e. decision making, and ii) stage 7 of the EQIA process i.e. annual monitoring & publication of results, and indicate the extent that your authority has become more effective at progressing EQIAs.

The Commission did not progress to completion any EQIAs during the five year period covered by this review.  The commitment to subject all functions and policies to an EQIA, given with the best intentions, was not met because of extensive restructuring and rapid change.
Some work was, however, started on an EQIA.  A pre–consultation process during the summer of 2004 in respect of an initial impact assessment on the Bill of Rights proposals, and the consultation process associated with those proposals resulted in feedback that such an impact assessment would, on reflection, be difficult to assess.  Feedback from sectoral meetings indicated strongly that until a final policy on a Bill of Rights for Northern Ireland is determined, and until a consultation process associated with it is complete, such assessment would be meaningless.
4. 
The authority’s arrangements for monitoring any adverse impact of policies adopted by the authority on the promotion of equality of opportunity.

4a)
To what extent were sufficient arrangements put in place to collect data relating to the nine equality categories to monitor the impact of policies and what could your authority do in future to develop monitoring arrangements?
The Commission initiated early on in the life of its Equality Scheme arrangements to collect monitoring information across all nine equality categories in respect of job applications, applications for legal assistance and participation in conferences, seminars and events hosted by the Commission.  The Commission also re–surveys its workforce regularly to check for changes in composition.
In some cases, individuals are reluctant to give information against all categories (eg sexual orientation), which impacts on the usability of the data.

We are considering how the monitoring questionnaire might be improved, including considering templates and questions piloted by the Equality Commission.  Furthermore, we receive around 1,000 callers seeking advice and information each year.  Of these, only those who apply for legal assistance are monitored and we wish to better understand the composition of all users, so that we can better target under–represented groups.  The Commission’s new Legal Strategy, which will be the subject of an EQIA (see section 9 below), should provide an opportunity to collect equality data on this wider group of users, although the collection methodology will need to be used sensitively.
However, we are conscious that problems with comparative data will make benchmarking difficult.
5.
The authority’s arrangements for publishing the results of equality impact assessments and of monitoring any adverse impact of policies adopted by the authority on the promotion of equality of opportunity.
5a)
Indicate the number of reports published outlining the results of EQIAs and monitoring over the past five years, and outline what your authority could do in future in relation to improving the publication of EQIA results and monitoring. 

No reports outlining the results of EQIAs were published (see section 3 above).  However, the results of monitoring exercises in respect of recruitment and selection are presented to the Commission on a regular basis.
6. 
A commitment that in making any decision with respect to a policy adopted or proposed to be adopted by it, that the public authority shall take into account any equality impact assessment and consultation carried out in relation to the policy.

6a)
In terms of the number of EQIAs that reached stage 6 i.e. decision making to what extent were mitigation measures and alternative policies adopted? 

None (see section 3 above)
6b)
To what extent did consideration of EQIAs and consultations contribute to a change in policy, as opposed to policy decisions which would probably have been made in any event by your authority?
None (see section 3 above)
7.
The authority’s arrangements for training staff on issues relevant to the duties.
7a)
To what extent were sufficient arrangements put in place to develop and deliver a training programme in accordance with scheme commitments? 

Training in equality issues has been a constant feature throughout the five years of the review period.  There have been two formal Section 75 training sessions with staff and Commissioners, both delivered by external experts.  There have also been two 

staff–led workshops to review the operation of the Equality Scheme, which have involved overviews of Section 75 requirements.

There have also been several training events on specific equality matters for Commissioners and staff, including awareness raising on disability and sexual orientation issues, and recruitment and selection, again delivered by external experts.

There has also been targeted training for ‘front line’ staff who receive all callers and visitors to the Commission.  The Corporate Services Team has had specific refresher training on Section 75 and will all be learning basic sign language during 2007.

However, there has been no specific training recently on the conduct on EQIAs, which is an immediate priority, so that the Commission can take forward work in formally impact assessing its new Legal Strategy.
7b)
Have all staff received awareness training and what could your authority do in future to deliver an effective training programme?
With the majority of Commission staff being human rights specialists, they generally have a good understanding of, and sensitivity to, equality issues.  The Commission has to date relied on periodic generic equality training to raise awareness of equality issues across the organisation.  However, the Commission does not yet have a systematic approach to ensuring that all staff receive Section 75 awareness training and this is an area we are looking to improve upon as the Commission works towards achieving the Investors in People Standard.  In particular, our induction process needs to be able identify the level of awareness of equality issues among all new and returning staff so that training needs can be quickly and systematically identified and met.
8. 
The authority’s arrangements for ensuring and assessing public access to information and to services provided by the authority.

8a) 
To what extent were sufficient arrangements put in place to ensure and assess public access to information and to services provided by the authority?

The Commission has invested significantly in ensuring public access to information and services during the period of this review and have further improvements planned.  As mentioned in section 2 above, the Commission has invested heavily during the past three years in ensuring that its premises comply with high standards of accessibility, including the installation of induction loop systems in all public areas of the building, and a textphone (028 9024 9066).  
The Commission’s website was redesigned in 2006 to ensure that it complies with the highest accessibility standards.  The Commission’s corporate image was also redesigned and includes positive images of people from across the equality categories.

The Commission is always mindful of the fact that it is Belfast–based and the need to reach people across Northern Ireland.  Therefore, care is taken to arrange events and meetings outside Belfast, although sometimes with mixed results.  For example, the Commission is committed to meeting as a body–corporate twice per year outside of Belfast and invite stakeholders to meet Commissioners.  Unfortunately, participation by stakeholders in the two events held in 2006–07 was disappointing and we are looking at how we might improve this.
The Commission is currently working with Mencap to develop easy read guides to the Human Rights Act and the Commission’s services for people with learning disabilities.

We also intend reviewing our telecommunications facilities to provide for voicemail, messages in different languages, and an SMS text facility, all aimed at further increasing the accessibility of the Commission to the public.
A new library strategy will also explore how usage of this valuable resource held by the Commission can be increased.
9. The authority’s timetable for measures proposed in the scheme.

9a)
Outline the extent to which measures set out in the original timetable have been implemented. Any detailed information should be included as an appendix to the report. 
For the reasons described in section 3 above, the timetable for the conduct of EQIAs has fallen substantially behind.  We intend to remedy this by introducing a programme of screening to identify those functions and policies that might have the potential for significant adverse equality impacts, which is expected to be a requirement in 2008, following the effectiveness review of Section 75.
The following timetable is envisaged:

· 
Screen and conduct an EQIA on the Commission’s proposed new Legal Strategy – to be completed by end 2007

· 
Screen and, where appropriate, conduct an EQIA on the Commission’s new Communications Access and Language Policy – to be completed by end 2007

· 
Screen the Commission’s personnel policies for potential adverse equality impact – autumn 2007

· 
Impact assess, as appropriate, any personnel policies screened in for an EQIA from January 2008.
9b)
If your authority was to be reconstituted in the next five years what would be the main scheme actions/equality considerations that an incoming authority should address? Any detailed information should be included as an appendix to the report.
Not applicable.

10.
Details of how the scheme will be published.
10a)
Were scheme commitments in this section delivered and what evidence supports this view? 

The Equality Scheme is published on the Commission’s website and a copy of the final document was sent to all consultees listed in the scheme and to anyone else who commented on the draft document.
Furthermore, the Equality Scheme’s existence is referred to in the Commission’s equality commitment, which appears in all corporate documents (eg strategic and business plans and annual reports).

11.
The authority’s arrangements for dealing with complaints arising from a failure to comply with the scheme.

11a)
Outline the number and nature of complaints received by your authority, and what your authority could do in future to develop its complaints handling process and learn from complaints. 

No complaints have been made in respect of the Commission’s compliance with its Equality Scheme.

12.
A commitment to conducting a review of the scheme within five years of its submission to the Equality Commission and to forwarding a report of this review to the Equality Commission.

12a)
What has been your authority’s experience of conducting this review? To what extent has the Commission’s guidance been useful in undertaking the review?

The review has acted as a catalyst to re–invigorate work to implement the Equality Scheme and resulted in a programme of screening and, where appropriate, EQIAs for 2007–08.
*** *** ***
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