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Framework for a fairer future – 
The Equality Bill
The following briefing contains a summary of the latest direction of the Equalities Bill as described in the Framework for a fairer future (June 2008). 
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Introduction

Framework for a fairer future (June 2008) outlines the ambitions of the forthcoming Equality Bill. 
The overarching aim of the bill is to make Britain a fairer place where people have the opportunity to succeed whatever their race, gender, disability, age, sexual orientation, religion or belief. 
The main elements of the Bill will be to:
1. place a single equality duty on the public sector

2. outlaw unjustifiable age discrimination for all over 18

3. require greater transparency on equalities progress and issues
4. extend the scope of positive action

5. strengthen legal enforcement in terms of tackling discrimination

1. Single Equality Duty
The Equality Bill will contain a new streamlined Equality Duty which will replace the three current equality duties:

· race

· disability

· gender

and will also cover:

· gender reassignment

· age

· sexual orientation

· religion or belief.

This single Equality Duty will require public bodies to consider how their policies, programmes and services affect relevant groups of people. As well as internal employment practice, this will include public services. There will be further consultation around which public bodies should be subject to this duty and how it will work. 

The Equality and Human Rights Commission (EHRC) will work with public authorities to help improve their performance and VSNW will meet with EHRC to discuss how this might work in our region. Voluntary and community groups with relevant expertise and/or which represent a relevant community of interest, are ideally placed to help design better, equality-proofed public services.
2. Tackling age discrimination

The Equality Bill will make it unlawful to unjustifiably discriminate against someone (over 18 years old) because of their age when providing goods, facilities and services or carrying out public functions. Different services based on justifiable grounds would still be allowed - for example over-60s bus passes, or actuarially justifiable age-based treatment in areas such as financial services.
Enforcement of this part of the legislation will follow an impact review on different sectors alongside work to prepare those sectors. Key areas are health and social care provision and the financial services sector. A timetable for further public consultation and roll-out should be issued shortly.

3. Transparency

The Equality Bill will require public bodies to report on key equality areas such as: gender pay; BME employment; and disability employment. This will make clear which authorities are making progress (and indicate good practice) and which are not. Performance will be made public.
The Bill will also look at how, through procurement practice (30% of British companies are contracted by the public sector), the private sector can also be encouraged to be more transparent on key equality areas. It would be difficult to see how or why VCS contractors would be exempt from this. The Equality and Human Rights Commission will also be involved in developing a “kite-mark” scheme for employers who are transparent about reporting their progress on equality.
4. Positive action
Employers will be able to use a number of positive actions, on a voluntary basis, to improve the representativeness of their workforce. The Equality and Human Rights Commission will publish clear guidance on what will be available. This might include selecting between equally qualified candidates on grounds of under-representation
Related to this, the Bill will propose:

· Extending the use of women-only shortlists, for the selection of parliamentary candidates from 2015 to 2030.
· Take non-legislative measures to increase BME representation and not use BME-only shortlists.
5. Strengthened enforcement

The legal process will be more effective in bringing about change:

· Employment tribunals will be able to make wider recommendations in discrimination cases. This would help benefit all employees and not just the plaintive. 

· Agencies, such as trade unions and EHRC, will be able to represent groups of people making a claim (ie not just individual cases as an option)
· Ability to make multiple discrimination claims (eg tackling prejudice suffered by a black woman).
Next steps
The Equalities Bill is part of the draft Legislative Programme for 2008/09 which begins on 6 October 2008. 
A number of specific issues of possible contention are highlighted in The Equality Bill: Government response to the consultation (July 2008). It is likely that the detail will be drawn from this document. VSNW will provide a summary of key points in the next few weeks.
The Government Equalities Office (GEO) will act as a secretariat to a new senior stakeholder group to support development of a new equality framework which will meet monthly, beginning in September until March 2009. It will be supported by other working groups looking at specific aspects of the Equality Bill package (for instance, the shape of the new public sector duty, procurement, age).
http://www.equalities.gov.uk/news/prpage13.htm
If you would like to comment on the Equalities Bill or would be interested in VSNW’s work to influence the future direction of The Equality Bill, please email policy@vsnw.org.uk.
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