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Dear Sir or Madam

NW Regional Strategy RS2010:
Response to the Principles & Issues Paper
from the North West Equality and Diversity Group

The North West Equality and Diversity Group has recently met to discuss the current consultation Principles and Issues Paper RS2010. We attach a summary of our discussion with this letter.  This provides our responses against each of the consultation questions; however, there are three main points that I should like to take this opportunity to highlight on behalf of the group.

Firstly, although the Principles and Issues Paper highlights the importance of “people” in the future of the North West, citing them as one of the aspects that make the region “unique”, we think that the paper does not go far enough in recognising the value of the diversity that exists within our people in the region.  Within the NW Equality and Diversity Group, we believe that diversity is neither an issue to be tackled nor a challenge to be overcome.  Rather the diversity of our people in the North West enriches and strengthens our communities, making them stronger and more resilient.  Diversity is the underpinning factor in any strategy we produce as a region, because strategies are ultimately about the interests of the population. Therefore, we would like to see the diversity of our people in the North West highlighted as a key asset for our region.  
Secondly, the NW Equality and Diversity Group worked with NWDA to develop the Regional Equality and Diversity Strategy (REDS) in 2005.  We were therefore disappointed to note that the REDS is not cited anywhere within the Principles and Issues Paper and indeed, that little of the sprit of this document remains in the Principles and Issues Paper.  We hope that the final Regional Strategy makes reference to the REDS and treats it as a “daughter” document.  In addition we are keen that the REDS Acton Plan is also cited in the Regional Strategy as a means of taking this important agenda forward in the region. The new Regional Strategy needs to be an enabling document for refreshing that action plan so as to carry forward continuous development in a way that contributes directly towards the success of our region as a place where people can succeed, thrive and want to come and live.
Finally, the NW Equality and Diversity Group was concerned that the Principles and Issues Paper made no mention of the role of the third sector.  The third sector not only plays an important role in supporting service delivery and regeneration projects in local communities but also plays an important economic role, supporting local employment and suppliers, particularly in deprived communities.  Since much of the work of organisations linked with the North West Equality and Diversity Group is built upon the third sector, we think it is important that the sector’s economic contribution is recognised in the regional strategy for the future.

If you would like any further information about our views on the Principles and Issues Paper, and/or would like to attend one of our future meetings to discuss our concerns in full, please do not hesitate to contact me.

Yours sincerely

Christine Burns
Chair of North West Equality and Diversity Group

North West Equality and Diversity Group

Consultation Response

RS2010 Regional Strategy for England’s Northwest: Principles and Issues Paper 
	Question A: Do you believe that things will have fundamentally changed as a result of this recession and that issues of climate change, low carbon economy, competing land use pressures and the nature of future growth are important to consider?


The economic recession has significant consequences for equality and diversity in the Northwest, which are not recognised in the Principles and Issues Paper. Historically, ethnic minority groups have experienced higher levels of unemployment during recession than their white counterparts. Added to this, a number of the most deprived districts in the Northwest are characterised by significant ethnic minority populations (namely Asian / Asian British); for example Burnley, Oldham, and Blackburn with Darwen. Not only are these areas amongst the most deprived, according to statistics from the Regional Intelligence Unit
, all of the Indices of Multiple Deprivation ranking for these areas deteriorated between 2004 and 2007. Take, for instance, Blackburn with Darwen which has an Asian / Asian British population of 20.4%
 and in 2007 was ranked 17 in the IMD, compared with a ranking of 34 in 2004. This legacy of deprivation makes these areas, and the communities that live there, particularly vulnerable to the negative effects of the recession.    

In addition, disabled people, who are often already more vulnerable to unemployment, may face additional challenges during a period of economic recession. Furthermore, women – particularly those in part-time employment – may also be vulnerable to being made redundant. Whilst it is perhaps too early to gauge the impact of the current recession on ethnic minorities and disabled people, estimates have already been made about women
, older
 and younger workers
. It is important to recognise that different communities in the Northwest may be affected in different ways by the recession. 

Community relations may also be undermined during a time of recession. When a recession bites and unemployment rises it is often common for those hardest hit to look around for someone to blame, with migrants sometimes becoming scapegoats for the lack of available job opportunities. This, combined with general unrest in communities, can lead to a breakdown of community cohesion. As a region that has witnessed inter-ethnic civil unrest in the past, fuelled by economic deprivation, it is therefore important that the potential impact of the recession on community relations is fully recognised.   

Whilst the shift to a low carbon economy and increasing land use pressures are significant challenges facing the Northwest, changes in demography are also important to note. Like many parts of the UK, the Northwest is characterised by an ageing population. As described in the newly published NW Regional Framework for Ageing
, this poses a number of challenges, including: increasing economic activity amongst older workers; tackling employer discrimination; increasing supply of social / affordable housing; increasing health and social care provision; improving transport infrastructure to meet older peoples’ needs; and improving cultural and recreational amenities. The changing demography of the region, therefore, needs to be recognised as one of the most important issues facing the Northwest.     

	Question B: Do you agree with the assumptions above? If not what assumptions would you make? Are there any assumptions missing?


Assumption 8 is correct to identify that the Northwest will be characterised by an ageing population. Once again it is important to recognise that this will pose a number of challenges, including providing employment opportunities for older people and increasing the supply of social / affordable housing. 

Furthermore, it is correct to assume that the region will become more diverse and that recognising, valuing and celebrating the social and economic value of the region’s diversity in a meaningful way is, and will be, increasingly important for the Northwest’s success. However, realising the potential opportunities of a diverse population can only occur once we have achieved equal opportunities (and equality of outcomes) between communities. Evidence shows that minority groups in the Northwest experience exclusion and disadvantage including lower levels of educational achievement and poorer rates of labour market participation
, consequently the emphasis ought to be on achieving equality, not simply valuing it. 

Therefore, the strategy should include the assumption that achieving and maintaining equality for an increasingly diverse population will become increasingly important for the Northwest in the years ahead; particularly with regard to tackling the barriers that prevent some groups from entering the labour market, negotiating increasing ethnic diversity in the region, and also in terms of addressing the challenges posed by an ageing population. It is also important to note that equality is not solely a minority issue, and it should be assumed that tackling all facets of socio-economic inequality will be a significant challenge in future years. Indeed, as the NWDA Single Equality Strategy points out, ‘by 2010 only one in five people of working age will be white, male, non-disabled and under 45’.

That part of assumption 8 that there will be ‘lower levels of inward migration unless we specifically set out to attract talent’ also needs expanding. Government regulation clearly plays a major role, especially through the recent UK Border Agency ‘points based system’ and the rulings by the Migration Advisory Committee about shortage occupations. Nevertheless there will be ‘pull’ factors around immigration in terms of ongoing specialist skills shortages (e.g. industrial chemists) and occupations that local workless people are not keen to fill (e.g. social care
) and outside Europe there are likely to still be strong ‘push’ factors propelling emigration such as war, climate change and widening poverty. 

Considering the significance of equality and diversity issues in the Northwest, it is surprising that the Principles and Issues Paper makes no reference to the ‘Northwest Equality and Diversity Strategy Review (2006 – 2008) and Future Activity (2008 – 2010)’ report, published by the NWDA. It is important that the Regional Strategy corresponds with, and is informed by, this report.      

	Question C: Do you agree that the focus of this strategy should be on sustainable economic growth and contribute to sustainable development?


Whilst economic growth is important, it is only part of the picture. Whilst growth is about the measure of progress, emphasis ought to be on ensuring sustainable development. Sustainable development relates to positive consequences of growth in terms of reduction in poverty rates and improved life expectancy. It is often assumed that the growth will benefit the population, through increase in jobs and material commodities. However, whilst the region’s success is in part determined by economic growth, too great an emphasis on growth can in fact exacerbate inequality and environmental degradation. Whilst economic growth is important, tackling inequality in the Northwest must also be a key aim of the strategy.  Growth must not occur in ways that widen economic divisions in our society.
	Question D: In the delivery of this, do you agree with the elements outlined above? Are there elements missing? How would you prioritise them?


See response to Question C: tackling inequality in the region ought to be one of the most important aims of the strategy. To put that another way, any strategy which does not recognise the need to achieve equal benefit outcomes for all is, by definition, socially divisive and thus prone to break down social cohesion. Whilst it is important that communities ‘have a sense of belonging and get on well together with people from different backgrounds’ (see aim No. 10), this can only be achieved by tackling inequalities. 
	Question E: How do you believe these aims / goals should best be measured?


It is important that there is a clear implementation plan for these aims and goals. This requires a long term vision and a shorter term implementation plan based on clear evidence, including baseline data from which to assess outcomes. Moreover, it is crucial that this is informed by a commitment to a continuous review of evidence. 

	Question F: Do you agree that these elements adequately summarise the Northwest’s unique offer in a world economy? Are there any current or future potential elements missing?


It is disappointing that the Principles and Issues Paper fails to make any reference to the third sector in the region (other than a brief mention in relation to public sector procurement). This suggests that there is a lack of recognition of the valuable role that third sector organisations play in the Northwest, both in delivering services for local authorities and addressing the challenges facing many communities, including: projects on worklessness; debt advice; capacity building; training; provision of community assets; and supporting entrepreneurial communities through social enterprise. Further to this, the strategy should recognise the important role played by black and minority ethnic third sector organisations in the region. 

	Question G: Do you disagree with any of these statements?


Section 6 places too great an emphasis on high level employment, for example the digital and creative sectors, innovation, science and research. Whilst such sectors may well be a feature of the region in the future, it is concerning that there is no reference in the paper to the region’s requirement for a volume of low skilled jobs. Whilst high level employment opportunities play a role in the prosperity of the region, they will do little to alleviate high levels of unemployment characteristic of some areas in the Northwest.    

	Question H: Do you believe these elements will still be unique about the Northwest in 20 years’ time?


The list of unique characteristics makes just a fleeting reference to the ‘diverse culture’ of the region. This fails to adequately recognise the significant social and economic contribution that the region’s diverse communities offer
. The Northwest’s diverse population ought to be recognised more explicitly as a unique and valuable characteristic, just like our geography, raw material resources, and infrastructure. Ultimately a regional strategy concerns the people of the region and the quality and cohesiveness of the society we foster through seeking to include everyone. Considering that the region is predicted to become more ethnically diverse
, this will remain an important element of the region in 20 years’ time.  

	Question I: Do you agree with the challenges outlined above for the Northwest over the coming 20 years? Are there any missing?


Once again, as noted earlier in this response, the paper fails to address the challenge of demographic changes in the region – particularly in terms of an ageing population. The Northwest is also likely to become increasingly ethnically diverse in the coming 20 years. This presents the region with a number of significant opportunities; however it also raises a number of challenges. For example, it is important that the region has the cultural and religious amenities to support a diverse range of communities, whilst public services may have to adapt to meet communities’ needs. 

As discussed earlier in this response, in the shorter term, managing the negative impacts of the recession on all communities will be a significant challenge for the region, as will promoting community cohesion. Whilst the paper is correct to identify rates of ill-health, including mental health, as a significant challenge for the region, there needs to be greater recognition of the particular challenges facing minority communities, with evidence showing that ethnic minorities are more likely to suffer ill-health
.

	Question J: Do you agree that the list of major issues for the region to address via the Regional Strategy are correct and will lead to sustainable and equitable economic, social and environmental wellbeing? Are there any issues you would remove? Are there any issues missing from your perspective? How would you prioritise these issues?


Whilst it is understandable that the paper emphasises urban areas, this must not be at the expense of non-urban and rural areas which face distinctive challenges, not only around economic development issues, but also equality and diversity issues. For instance, the experience of an individual from an ethnic minority background living in an urban area may well be very different to if they lived in a rural area.  The same applies to any person whose disability affects their personal mobility.
The paper appears to stress the importance of ‘place’; however this is not coupled with an emphasis on people and the importance of fostering participation and community development. This is particularly important amongst communities that feel distanced from decision-making processes, such as new migrant communities.  

It is encouraging to see that the social and community benefits of public sector procurement are recognised. However, the public sector also has considerable potential to offer employment opportunities for disadvantaged groups, particularly ethnic minorities, women and disabled people – both directly and through third sector commissioning and procurement. It is therefore important that this potential is realised. 

	Question K: Do you agree with the assertions made in these issues? Have you got any specific comments on the issues raised or the inter-relationships between them?


See above. 

� See NWDA (2007) ‘Regional Intelligence Unit: Indices of Multiple Deprivation 2007’ (CLG/Social Disadvantage Research Centre)
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� Fawcett Society, (March 2009) ‘Are Women Bearing the Burden of the Recession?’, Fawcett: London


� The Prime Initiative, (2009) ‘Over 50s Hit Hardest in Latest Jobless Figures’, blog on Prime website 12/2/09


� Local Government Association (LGA), (February 2009) ‘From Recession to Recovery II: a focus on unemployment’, LGA: London


� 5050vision North West Forum on Ageing (2009): ‘Everybody’s Future: North West Regional Framework for Ageing’ 


� NWDA (2008) ‘Demography, Migration & Diversity in the Northwest’, accessed at: � HYPERLINK "http://www.nwriu.co.uk/researchprogramme/documents/NWDA_Demographics_etc_-_Final_report_-_V3.pdf" �http://www.nwriu.co.uk/researchprogramme/documents/NWDA_Demographics_etc_-_Final_report_-_V3.pdf� 


� NWDA (2008) Single Equality Scheme p8


� Migrant Workers North West (2008) ‘Best Practice in the Recruitment and Employment of Migrant Workers in the Social Care Sector in Merseyside’ – MWNW with Oxfam and Liverpool Social Care Partnership


� E.g. EHRC (2009) ‘Immigration in the United Kingdom: the Recession and Beyond’, Will Somerville & Madeleine Sumption, CLG (2009) ‘Projections of migration inflows under alternative scenarios for the UK and world economies’


� See especially Voluntary Sector North West (2007)  ‘the Contribution of the Voluntary and Community Sector to the Economy of the North West’ 


� E.g. North West Forum of Faiths (2005) ‘Faith in England's Northwest: an Economic Impact Assessment’ 


� NWDA (2008) ‘Demography, Migration & Diversity in the Northwest’, accessed at: 
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� See for example, Salway, S. et al (2007) ‘Long-term ill health, poverty and ethnicity’ (JRF: York), accessed at: � HYPERLINK "http://www.jrf.org.uk/sites/files/jrf/1995-health-ethnicity-poverty.pdf" �http://www.jrf.org.uk/sites/files/jrf/1995-health-ethnicity-poverty.pdf�  
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