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	ORGANISATION

The Single Parent Action Network (SPAN) is a national registered charity (1092929) working to empower single parent families living in poverty and disadvantaged situations to improve their lives.

SPAN

· Has a membership of over two thousand, including both grassroots single parent networks and individual single parent members;  

· Provides direct support to some of the most disadvantaged single parents in the country through parenting courses, self-help groups, a single parent networking site and training courses. 

· Holds website forums to air the views that single parents have on particular issues, with around 4,000 unique visitors to our site each month;

· Undertakes participatory research that gives us good insight into the lives of single parents and their children and how public policy could be improved to help to address their poverty and improve the lives. 

· Runs a local Study Centre for single parents.  In 2008 the Centre was used by 247 single parents 80% of whom are from BME groups and who come from two of the most deprived wards in Bristol
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	CONSULTATION QUESTIONS
	RESPONSE

	‘Q3:   Do you agree that public bodies should have a specific duty to publish equality objectives with reference to the relevant evidence and their wider general Equality Duty obligations?
	SPAN agrees that public bodies should have a duty to publish equality objectives taking into account how they have identified issues as important and how they will be addressed.  However, it is important that priorities address inequality, particularly persistent inequality, rather than prioritising those areas where “they can make most impact on inequality” (as stated in your guidance).  It is important that priority is not given to quick wins.

	Q4:   Do you agree that public bodies should set out the steps they intend to take to achieve their equality objectives?
	Any plans to address their objectives should be readily understood by the general public as well as by staff.  If services, policy and employment practices are to be improved then it needs to be clear exactly what a public body will be doing and the timescale for this being achieved.  It should also be set out who a person can contact if they do not think that an equality objective is being addressed.

	Q5:   Do you agree that public bodies should be required to implement the steps they have set out for themselves within the business cycle period unless it would be unreasonable or impractical to do so?
	It seems sensible that public bodies should use their business cycle to tie in their equality objectives.  However, it is important that equality objectives are not buried within business reports (this is unlikely to be accessible for most members of the public).  If objectives and timescales for equality improvements are set out in the business cycle it is important that these are SMART objectives, and clear to people outside the organisation as well as people internally. For example, setting out objectives in the business plan and placing this on the website of a public body, as well as ensuring staff can explain the plans in community consultation sessions. 

	Q6:   Do you agree that public bodies should be required to review their objectives every three years?  If not, what time-period do you suggest instead?
	Public bodies need to be reviewing their equality objectives all the time and making sure that their objectives are not left to one side.  Public bodies should be judged every year on their performance against equality objectives; it should be part of their performance assessment.  Also three year reviews maybe inadequate in terms of how society can change over a short period.  For instance, as a result of the recession maternity discrimination has increased in a short space of time
.  If a public body had not already identified maternity discrimination as a priority then the issue may have to wait another three years to be addressed. 

	Q7:   Do you agree that public bodies should set equality objectives taking into account priority areas set by the relevant Secretary of State? 
	It would be positive for public bodies to have key priority objectives set by the relevant Secretary of State.  However, this will only have a real impact if action is then taken if the objective is not addressed.  It is of particular importance that the Secretary of State is guided by consultations with stakeholders, as in the National Action Plan on Social Exclusion, and at a local authority level, through public participation.  It would also be important to establish communication systems that a public body could be expected to employ to demonstrate that they are addressing a priority and how the public can be involved in the process.  

	Q8:    Do you agree that public bodies should not be required to set equality objectives in respect of each protected characteristic?
	We are very concerned that inequality suffered by particular disadvantaged groups will not addressed if public bodies are allowed a more generic brief. It is important that a public body assesses this rather than assumes an issue is not a priority. 

In view of the evidence highlighted by Oxfam and SPAN’s own work at a grassroots level, we believe that the Gender Equality Duty must be protected and its purpose better communicated in the development of the Equality Bill (please see answer to question 24 for further details of this work). We also support the Women’s National Commission in making sure that particular protection should be afforded to women who have dependents 

Of the existing duties the Gender Equality Duty has had the least amount of time to bed in (only in force since April 2007) and from the research evidence, it is the least understood and the least implemented.  The Gender Equality Duty was introduced to tackle some of the most persistent inequalities that exist in Britain including barriers to equal access to public services, economic regeneration initiatives that bypass women, low pay and the stubborn gender pay gap.  

SPAN believes that the Gender Equality Duty could be used as a vital tool in ensuring that policy towards single parents is fair and that equality of access and opportunity is embedded in the provision of public services, employment opportunities and policy development. 

It is also important that easier issues to address are not given priority.  This was highlighted in the recent assessment of Jobcentre Plus services in relation to their equality public sector duties for disability, race and gender
.  Disability issues were more readily understood and more easily implemented (such as accessibility to services for people with sight difficulties).  However, gender equality issues were less developed (an assumption that equal treatment for men and women satisfied equality of opportunity) and were given less priority. 


	Q9:   Do you agree that public bodies should be required to report annually on progress against their equality objectives, but that the means by which they do so should not be prescribed in legislation?
	Harriet Harman, as the Minister leading on Equality, has made it clear that promoting equality is not only the fair and right thing to do but also that it increases an organisation’s efficiency.  The rationale being that this ensures that you have the best staff on merit, you develop appropriate policies and you gear your services to your customers.  It therefore makes sense that the equality objectives and the achievements against these are important in the efficiency of a public body and therefore need to be reported upon annually.  Not only should these be reported upon but those public bodies that cannot demonstrate that they have carried out their objectives need to be called to account.   As highlighted at question 4 it is also important that reports of progress are readily understood both inside and outside the public body.

	Q10: Do you agree that public bodies with 150 or more employees should be required to publish their gender pay gap, their ethnic minority employment rate and their disability employment rate? We would welcome views on the benefits of these proposals in encouraging public authorities to be more transparent.
	As stated in the consultation document the employment gaps for ethnic minorities, for women and disabled people are “stubborn and longstanding inequalities.”  In terms of the gender pay gap the difference in earnings between men in full-time employment compared to women part-timers has recently increased from 35.8% to 36.3%.
  This problem therefore requires radical action and if this is expected of the private sector (as put forward in the EHRC report on the financial sector) then it must be a key requirement of all public bodies.  We would suggest that public bodies with more than 50 employees should address the employment gaps and that this is not just restricted to larger organisations that employ 150 staff.

	Q11: Do you agree with the proposal to use the overall median gender pay gap figure? Please give your reasons.  If not, what other method would you suggest and why? 
	Absolutely no. Working part-time as a way of combining caring and employment responsibilities is a highly significant source of potential employment for women with children.  Part-time work is of particular importance for single mothers who often have to juggle these roles single handed. 

While 85% of working women without children work part-time this falls to 34% of working mothers with pre-school children.  The gender pay gap in relation to part-time workers in the UK is a particular issue.  Although there are also pay gaps for part-time workers in other European countries “…the UK has the highest part-time pay penalty and one of the worst problems in enabling women to move between full and part-time work without occupational demotions.”
A 2004 survey of part-time workers showed that just over half had had previous jobs in which they used higher qualifications of skills or had more management/supervisory responsibility.
It is therefore important that the gender pay gap in relation to part-time working is given the priority that it needs which will not be addressed by merging together women that work full-time and part-time in public bodies.  Not only that but in view of the issue being particularly prevalent for part-time workers it is SPAN’s view that this must be a key priority within addressing the gender pay gap.  Public bodies should need to show how they are promoting quality part-time work or job shares as a way of addressing the part-time pay penalty for women. 
The Institute of Fiscal Studies with the University of Essex have recently produced revised projections of future levels of child poverty based on assumptions about changes brought about by the recession.  One projections from their research is that employment rate of single parents will be the same in 2010 as it was in 2006 (previously it was projected to rise sharply).  They conclude that in order to tackle child poverty new policies will need to help provide good jobs for working parents that combine reasonable pay with flexibility
.



	Q14: Do you agree with the move away from an emphasis on describing process, to requiring public bodies to demonstrate how they have taken evidence of the impact on equality into account in the design of their key policy and service delivery initiatives and the difference this has made?
	Yes, and communicate this to the general public as well as internally.

	Q15: Do you agree that public bodies should have a specific duty - when setting their equality objectives, deciding on the steps towards their achievement and reviewing their progress in achieving them to take reasonable steps to involve and consult employees, service users and other relevant groups who have an interest in how it carries out its functions - or where appropriate their representatives; and in particular take reasonable steps to consult and involve the protected groups for whom the duty is designed to deliver benefits?
	Absolutely. Public bodies should also set out how they have involved others in setting their equality objectives.  

SPAN would like to comment in particular in relation to consultation with service users and employees (and potential employees).

Consultation with service users

Involving and listening to the general public and third sector organisations is critical when determining the causes of inequality that facing particular groups.  For instance the National Lone Parent Stakeholders Group (of which SPAN is a member) works with the Department for Work and Pensions concerning the implementation of welfare policy for single parents.  This enables the Department to know many of the issues that single parents face and potential difficulties with the implementation of policies towards single parents on the ground.

However, in many local authority areas, little attention is being paid to consultation and application of the Gender Equality Duty. For instance there is a danger that mechanisms and consultations in developing local action plans can become ad-hoc or even tokenistic. City wide planning, Local Strategic Partnerships, and Local Area Agreements should have a central role in the implementing of the Equality Duties, but gender equality can be overlooked through lack of knowledge/strategic leadership. 

As well as identifying issues for a particular group it is important that public bodies look at how they are going to address the particular needs of a group who are experiencing inequality (in the case of single parents, the intersection of poverty, ethnicity and gender). 

There are practical ways in which the Third Sector can work with public bodies including local authorities in the application of the Equality Duties. For example, in 2007 SPAN developed a One Parent Proofing toolkit as a practical instrument designed to develop and review policy and practice.  It is a useful and straightforward tool that could be used for those public bodies that work on child poverty and employment strategies.  The tool was developed with key issues identified by single parents including policy solutions.  It consists of a list of questions to address and areas that would support single parents to thrive.  SPAN would be happy to share the toolkit as a way of enabling public bodies to address their gender equality duty (and the broader equality duty in the new Bill) in relation to single parents.

Employees

Compliance with the specific duties within the existing Gender Equality Duty requires consultation with employees and stakeholders and a demonstration through actions of the public body of a commitment to gender equality.  At present, there is insufficient consultation. For example, the Civil Service have recently established a job share register (May 2009).  However the Register is limited to existing staff within the service and there is no compulsion on departments to advertise posts in this way.  Consultation with stakeholders including single parents, who face particular challenges in combining work and family life, would show the need for developing opportunities for potential employees to be offered flexible working arrangements as well as those already within the Civil Service.

	Q16: Do you think that imposing specific equality duties on contracting authorities in relation to their public procurement activities are needed, or are the best way to help deliver equality objectives? Do you think such an approach should be pursued at this time?
	SPAN strongly agrees that specific equality duties on contracting bodies are needed in order to complement the equality aims of a public body.  SPAN thinks that this principle should be applied to all the contracting requirements. For example, contracting bodies should specifically address how they intend to apply the different duties, including Gender Equality Duty. Most current commissioning processes do not include obligations with regard to this Duty. 

In terms of question 16 public bodies need to make sure that these equality objectives are set out in a straightforward way (and independent advice is offered) so that providers such as small voluntary organisations (who may well be helping to address inequality in the work that do) are not precluded from contract work from a public body.  



	Q22: Which of the above four models do you consider achieves the best balance between joined-up working and senior accountability for equality outcomes, while avoiding unnecessary burdens?  Please explain why.
	SPAN would support option 1.  This gives a clear message of the importance of the duty.  The national equality priorities and measurement against these will allow comparisons to be made between public bodies and benchmarking of good practice.  It also allows the focus to be shown where action is most needed.  This option may also allow information to be distinct rather than buried within other reporting documents and processes.  This is especially important if the general public are to have an understanding of the priorities that public bodies have set and to make a judgement as to how they think public bodies are doing.


Q23: Do you have any other suggestions how this duty could be remodelled to retain the valuable features of senior accountability and joined-up working, whilst avoiding unnecessary burdens?

	
	1. Ensure that those strategic leaders involved in local authority planning, regional strategies, Local Strategic Partnerships and Local Area Agreements are fully conversant with the Duties and apply them in consultation with local stakeholders. 

2. Reward good practice and show that change in policy can make a real difference to equality.  For example, part of the House of Commons Committee Enquiry
, they carried out a short survey with departments about their Gender Equality Schemes.  The Report highlighted that “Fewer (departments) mentioned specific attempts to encourage flexible working and only the Foreign and Commonwealth Office and the Department for Communities and Local Government seemed to actively to be seeking out further opportunities for job-sharing, part-time posts and other forms of flexibility.”  It is commendable that these departments make real efforts to address their gender equality objectives through opening up opportunities for flexible working but those departments that do not do so are not held to account.  Those departments should be rewarded for their efforts and their practice shared.

3. In terms of “unnecessary burdens” it is important that public bodies do not take a short term view.  For example, the senior strategic promotion of part-time working with good training and promotion prospects could make a significant difference to the marginalisation of single parents in poverty. If a public body has a full-time post to fill it might consider that the easiest option is to advertise it as full-time hours.  However, although it might initially be more administratively burdensome to advertise the post as open to job-share, in doing so the public body might be addressing gender equality issues for the immediate and the longer term.  For instance it might mean that a single mother who is on welfare benefits is able to take on a part-time role with prospects of progression.  In terms of promoting equality of opportunity opening up roles on a job-share or part-time basis increases the breadth of jobs that single mothers can apply for.  In the longer term it may address the gender pay gap by allowing women to move jobs and gain experience across a range of departments and give they greater prospect of promotion and a better paid role to sustain their family.

	Q24: Are there any specific requirements, other than those that we have proposed, which you think are essential to ensure that public bodies deliver equality outcomes in an effective and proportionate manner?
	1. Be clear about the intersection of ethnicity, gender, class, and disability in contributing to some groups of people remaining in long-term poverty.

2. Communicate equality policy in a meaningful and understandable way to stakeholders both at national and at a local level.  Show what inequality looks like in peoples lives so that public bodies and the general public know why change is needed.  The Stephen Lawrence murder inquiry and subsequent report showed the need to address institutional racism through the public sector race equality duty.  This reminder of why the policy was needed helped with its implementation. Engage equalities stakeholders at a local level in community participation on what equality means for them in their local area and act on findings in Local Area Agreements and in town planning and land use. For example, with regard to the Gender Equality Duty, Oxfam GB have found poorly considered land use and poor access to public transport are key factors in marginalising women living in poverty, yet these are rarely considered as gendered policies. “Men are the majority of planners and urban decision makers, and they need to be aware of the different needs of women and men.” (Professor Clara Greed - “A Place for Everyone”; Oxfam GB)

3.Public bodies need to be compared and possibilities of what is achieved by some should be highlighted.  Going back to the example of the good practice within the Foreign and Commonwealth Office this could be used as evidence that it is proportionate for departments of that size to introduce similar measures to address gender inequality.

	Q25: What role do you think the guidance from EHRC should play in helping public bodies implement the specific duties in a sensible and proportionate manner?  What do you think it would be helpful for such guidance to cover?
	 The EHRC should play a central and strategic role in empowering equalities groups so that they understand the Equality Duty and are better able to ensure that it is enforced at a local level and national level. In undertaking this role, clear guidance is very important especially in identifying what other public bodies have achieved and setting good practice.  It also needs to be shown what is expected specifically from public bodies and what successful outcomes might look like, particularly in the different departments for instance in Planning, Regeneration, Economic Development as well as the more obvious areas of equality. 

The EHRC could also play a significant role in promoting guidance on empowerment work at a local level on equality duties, involving more marginalised groups in defining the problems and solutions. If these groups were more integrated in advising on equalities work in strategic settings, they would help to achieve the best outcomes for those most disadvantaged by society. 
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