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Big Society Accountability:

Equality to Fairness
The purpose of this briefing is to outline:

· The Government’s shift from equality to fairness
· The emergence of a new form of untested and potentially questionable accountability. I have called this: ‘Big Society accountability’
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Introduction

The Government says that: ‘equality is at the heart of this coalition Government. It is fundamental to building a strong economy and a fair society.’
 However, the evidence for this commitment is far from compelling and the current political climate is a challenging one for equality. 

The impact of the cuts on the equalities voluntary and community sector and the people that they serve is evident. This can be seen with the Office for Civil Society’s Strategic Partners’ Programme, which does not include any equalities organisations. It is also apparent at a local level; for example, Bolton Equality Centre will close after 48 years in existence.
This is within the context of David Cameron’s recent speech on multiculturalism, which signalled a move away from a race relations policy of equality of opportunity for all and cultural diversity, towards one of assimilation
. This has implications for all equality groups. The rhetoric suggests that there will be less focus (and funding) on the specialist services that provide a means of inclusion for many of our marginalised communities, as the implication is that individuals should access mainstream services. 
Significantly, the move away from equality legislation and towards the concept of fairness transforms the approaches that are available. Big Society is held up as the answer, but this lacks measures to ensure equality of access and outcome and could very well serve to widen inequality.

Equality to Fairness

The Government is moving away from equality legislation that has been developed over many years. Theresa May, the Equalities Minister, has stated that the Government favour 'a greater focus on "fairness" rather than "equality", arguing that many people felt alienated by the equality agenda'
. Equality is rather unhelpfully being presented as a bureaucratic burden, rather than as a means of improving our society and tackling the inequalities that are well evidenced in all social indicators.
Fairness has no legislative framework in the way that equality does and this shift undermines equality of opportunity and the protection of human rights. Fairness lacks legal definition and as such is a highly contestable notion and one that provides a vehicle for making moral and politicised judgements. The subjective nature of fairness can be seen through David Cameron’s statement that: 
‘Fairness means giving people what they deserve 
and what people deserve depends on how they behave’.

This means that fairness is defined by those in power, which will inevitably lead to widening inequalities. With the promotion of fairness as the guiding principle for decision making, there are implications for all our communities. The shift from equality to fairness can be seen in the policy review paper that the Government has recently consulted on, entitled: ‘the public sector equality duty: reducing bureaucracy’. This has proposed that the Equality Act specific duties would no longer require public bodies to publish evidence of how they have consulted with communities or considered the needs of all individuals, thus removing important legal mechanisms in the name of reducing bureaucracy and moving from process to performance.
Key Questions
· Without the formal process, how can there be effective scrutiny of performance?

· Who will make the judgements and how will these be made?

· Does Big Society really provide the answer?

Big Society Accountability
This is a shift from a process-driven ‘bureaucratic’ accountability to a version of Big Society accountability that places emphasis on communities challenging unequal outcomes. The argument is that there was too much focus on tick-boxing under the previous system and that public bodies became skilled at completing these tasks, therefore bringing little real equality on the ground.

Under the proposed system, the voluntary and community sector (VCS) will be able, through more transparency, to challenge unequal decisions. However, this would take away the evidence by which we can see how decisions have been made and is reliant on a vibrant VCS that is able to advocate at a time when its capacity to do so is being weakened. 
The movement from process to performance is certainly welcomed and if delivered successfully would bring real benefits to our communities. However, this does not need to be one or the other in a zero sum game; there is interdependent relationship between them. An informed process will naturally lead to improved performance. 

Furthermore, an avalanche of raw data that is not presented in an accessible format and that has not been analysed will not enable the VCS to be able to challenge an outcome and hold the performance of public bodies to account. The Government says that: ‘transparency is the foundation of accountability’ and it is a central aspect of the Localism agenda.
 But is transparency on its own enough? 

The proposed changes will in fact fundamentally weaken democratic accountability, which is the declared aim of the Government. As a result of removing the existing processes and the need to do equality impact assessments, communities will be involved after a decision has been made, rather than as an intrinsic element of the decision making process. The Localism Bill proposes repealing the Duty to Involve, which would worsen the situation further.

Therefore, this in effect removes the very features that promote true democratic accountability, especially in light of the unequal relations of power that exist in local areas, which leave many individuals marginalised from the system and less able to participate.
One North West worked with 120 BME VCS organisations in summer 2010, which highlighted the potential inequalities that exist within the Big Society and Localism agenda. These are that:

· The focus on neighbourhoods excludes communities of interest;  
· The most vulnerable individuals could potentially be left out of local priorities; 

· There will be no standards of equality under the Localism agenda; 

· The equalities VCS will experience difficulties with the Big Society agenda.

Therefore, the ‘Big Society accountability’ is potentially restricted to those in society who are able to challenge outcomes, which fails to recognise the nature of discrimination being that many people will not have the capacity to be able to do this alone. Therefore with the nature of a diminished VCS, there could well be a situation in which the most marginalised communities experience a democratic deficit, in which they are excluded from the decision making process. This undermines the Government’s stated aim of developing a more democratic accountability.
Without legislation, fairness becomes defined by those who have the power, accountability restricted to those with the loudest voice. This means that instead of being used to guide equitable decisions and democratic accountability, fairness and the ‘Big Society accountability’ become tools for justification and potential inequality. 
The continued existence of structural inequalities requires a level of state intervention, with VCS support, to promote equality. This requires maintenance of some form of the essential bureaucracy that makes our democracy function. Bureaucracy is a difficult necessity to promote as a result of the apparent shift in public opinion away from state intervention due to the perceived bureaucratic arbitrariness associated with New Labour. However, the new model that is being developed, moving us away from the so-called ‘heavy-handed intervention of an unaccountable bureaucracy’
 could serve to undermine democratic accountability and equitable decision making processes that are open to scrutiny by all communities.
Therefore, we must ask ourselves: Is Big Society accountability really accountable enough? 
One North West is the regional BME network for the North West. We work with BME voluntary and community sector organisations across the region to achieve greater race equality and improved social justice for all our communities.
One North West supports the NW BME Policy Forum. This brings together a unique mix of front line organisations (both rural and urban and across equalities), social enterprise, infrastructure organisations and national partners. We provide an informed voice that is reflective of the North West’s BME voluntary and community sector and provide policy-makers with a unique insight based on the experience, expertise and knowledge of people from within the sector.

For more information:
Email: daniel.silver@vsnw.org.uk 

Web: www.onenorthwest.org.uk 

VSNW (Voluntary Sector North West) is the regional voluntary sector network for the North West. The purpose of VSNW is to ensure that the voluntary and community sector (VCS), in all its diversity, takes its full part in shaping the future of the North West.
VSNW members provide community services, regenerate neighbourhoods, support individuals, promote volunteering and tackle discrimination. The 40 generalist LIOs in membership of VSNW have a membership of 6,780 VCS groups and are in contact with 19,800 local voluntary and community sector groups in the North West – just under two-thirds (63%) of the region’s VCS groups.
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� The Equality Strategy:  Building a Fairer Britain (December 2010) p.5


� D. Silver & A. Lone: David Cameron on multiculturalism: A challenge to race equality and human rights? � HYPERLINK "http://www.vsnw.org.uk/news/view/2011-03-03-response-to-david-cameron-s-speech-on-multiculturalism" �http://www.vsnw.org.uk/news/view/2011-03-03-response-to-david-cameron-s-speech-on-multiculturalism� 


� � HYPERLINK "http://www.guardian.co.uk/society/2010/nov/17/theresa-may-scraps-legal-requirement-inequality" �http://www.guardian.co.uk/society/2010/nov/17/theresa-may-scraps-legal-requirement-inequality� 


� � HYPERLINK "http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/magazine-11492207" �http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/magazine-11492207� 


� New Local Government Transparency: http://www.communities.gov.uk/localgovernment/transparency/


� One North West submission to DCLG Select Committee on Localism: � HYPERLINK "http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201011/cmselect/cmcomloc/writev/localism/loco075.htm" �http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201011/cmselect/cmcomloc/writev/localism/loco075.htm� 


� New Local Government Transparency: � HYPERLINK "http://www.communities.gov.uk/localgovernment/transparency/" �http://www.communities.gov.uk/localgovernment/transparency/� 
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