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Diversity Peer Challenge Report

Torbay Council
18 and 19 March 2008
1. Background

This report is a summary of the findings of a diversity peer challenge organised by the IDeA and carried out by its trained peers. The report satisfies the requirements of the Equality Standard for an external assessment at level 3.  The Peer Challenge is designed to validate an authority’s own self assessment at level 3 of the Equality Standard, by considering documentary evidence and by carrying out a series of interviews and focus groups with employees and other stakeholders.

The basis for the peer challenge is a benchmark which incorporates the set criteria of the Equality Standard at level 3.  The benchmark focuses on four key areas: Leadership and Corporate Commitment; Consultation Community Development and Scrutiny; Service Delivery and Customer Care and Employment and Training

The peer challenge is not an inspection, rather it offers an external assessment of an authorities own judgement of itself against the Equality Standard benchmark, by critical friends who have experience of  delivering an equality/diversity agenda in their own authorities.

Peers were:

Cllr Ian Ward (Birmingham City Council)
Kevin Lee (Gloucestershire County Council)
Steve Shaw (Tower Hamlets Council)
The team was very appreciative of the welcome and hospitality provided by the council and would like to thank everybody that they met during the process for their time and contributions.

2.  Overall Conclusion
Following this diversity peer challenge, we have reached the conclusion that: Torbay Council  
i)  has completed a satisfactory self-assessment against the criteria for level 3 of the Equality Standard.  Strengths and any areas for improvement identified by peers are highlighted in paragraph 3.
3.  Detailed Findings

Leadership and Corporate Commitment

Strengths:

· Chief Executive demonstrates strong leadership and has also improved performance development and communications within the Council.
· There is strong evidence of the Golden Thread from the Mayor’s “Nail my colours to the mast” through to Corporate priorities cascaded down to business plans and on to staff objectives on equalities. 
· Strong Lead Member involvement driving the agenda forward, initiating actions and monitoring outcomes. 
· Positive involvement by the Lead Scrutiny Member who shows an innovative approach to equalities and monitoring performance. For example the scrutiny recommendation he is bringing forward to “Youth Proof” Council policies. 
· Particular good practice is the caravan tour around the Bay reaching communities and individuals not normally engaged with focus on particular issues such as the Mayor’s Vision. Staff and local ward councillors participate.
· Strong commitment from Senior Managers and in particular the Director of Communications and Customer Services who chairs the Corporate Equalities Group. This has enabled the Council to embed equalities in everything it does rather than rely on compliance. More focus on engagement and buy in from staff drawing on personal experiences/customer service/relevance to own circumstances and family life building a sense of community engagement.  

· Equalities not seen as just remit of HR but part of Community Engagement with a more external focus on equalities and working with partners. 

· Performance system in place, SPAR.NET and regular Performance Improvement Meetings (Pims).  Moving to a score card system so that targets will be challenged even more. The SPAR.NET system is a robust tool for monitoring performance and enables all employees and Members to access performance data.   
Areas for improvement:
· The peers felt that the Council had met the requirement within the benchmark on Equal Pay. There was evidence that gender pay differences had been examined in the Equality Assessment of the Workforce. A full review was timetabled for Single Status by June 2008. A process and timetable has been set for achieving this.  The Council must ensure that the timetable is met before trying to progress further through the Equality Standard.  Single Status will need to be Equality Impact Assessed. 

·  Employee Forums have only recently been set up and there needs to be a strong commitment to supporting them in the future. Clear terms of reference established to identify their contribution to continuing the progress of fairness and diversity within the Council.  
· The Council has identified that ensuring a consistent approach to Equality Impact Assessments is a key action for 2008 and the Peer Review Team would support that finding. 
.  
Consultation Community Development and Scrutiny
Strengths:

· Creative and innovative ways of reaching stakeholders e.g. Caravan run which addresses issues of BME people not having networks built up in the same way as in urban areas and therefore may be isolated.
· Consultation is now more outward looking following its move into Community Engagement. 
· Consultation with Young People is very good, for example text messaging, Young Persons Engagement Panel (YEP) and use of website. 
· The Peer Review Team identified good examples of consultation with Older People such as the Older People Strategy and consultation with people with disabilities through the Coalition for Disabled People and other relevant groups. 

· Involvement of Council Scrutiny Committees in monitoring equality action plans through Performance Improvement Meetings (PIMS). 

· Development of Inter generation day bringing together older and younger people is an example of successful work with community groups.  The Safety Bus for young people is a further evidence of good practice. 
Areas for improvement:
· Trade Unions representation on Equality Action Groups would engage the Unions as partners and also add value with their expertise. 

· Consultation needs to be strengthened to ensure that all strands are included and have the opportunity to influence policy development and service delivery. 

· The Council needs to ensure that feedback is given to all groups consulted so their influence is visible. 

· There is a perception amongst stakeholders that the Council’s commitment towards equalities lacks sustainability. The Council needs to underline its commitment with stakeholders. 

· The Council does not monitor its complaints and feedback processes by all diversity strands. This should be addressed within the next 12 months to enable the Council to assess whether its services are accessible to all. 
· Consider publishing EIA schedule so that stakeholder groups could participate better
Service Delivery and Customer Care

Strengths:
· Through consultation with Speaking Out with Torbay (SPOT), the launch of the orange Torbay Access Wallets aimed at helping people with disabilities and for whom English is not the first language, indicating that assistance may be required by the holder when travelling independently on buses and trains in Torbay. 
· Translation of Tourist Welcome Pack into 9 languages and information leaflets for housing benefits and Council tax into Polish shows an awareness of community needs within the Bay.  
· Evidence of EIAs being used to improve service provision e.g. EIA on Torbay Local Area Agreement resulted in Equalities Statement being produced. In addition the provision of improved access for the Consultation Caravan following the EIA on the Consultation and Research team.  An EIA on the Councils benefit fraud and sanctions policy identified that certain groups may be disadvantaged.  This has led to the development of an advocacy policy to provide/signpost support as appropriate.  
· The Council’s policy for Gypsies and Travellers is particularly well balanced and recognises the Council’s need to provide access to services for this community whilst also reflecting the rights and needs of the resident communities.  The development of a training pack for partner agencies underlines the Council’s commitment in this area. 
· Creation of “Imagine” Torbay Multicultural Group with several meetings having already taken place along with the creation of a newsletter and the planning of a “Teranga” Cultural and Diversity Festival in April 2008 with joint funding from partners such as Care Trust and TORPAT.  This builds on a successful cultural diversity programme. 
Areas for improvement:

· As the Council moves towards a Commissioning framework, equalities monitoring needs to be built into the process at an early stage.  This will ensure ongoing equality of access to services and support the Council’s compliance with statutory obligations.  
· The Council’s relationship with the disability reference groups is particularly strong and has contributed to the development of services.  However there is a need for the Council to build trust with groups representing other diversity strands.  Increasing capacity within these groups will help the Council to set stretching and realistic targets across all equality and diversity strands.  For example, currently equality targets around sexual orientation and religious belief/faith are less well developed.

Employment and Training

Strengths:
· Evidence of wide ranging training and participation on equalities some delivered corporately and some initiated according to local circumstances e.g. gypsy and travellers awareness training for partners.  Noted however that training is under review following move towards Commissioning model.
· Customer First training and ‘All things being Equal’ praised for its focus on equalities.

· The commitment to Member training on equalities being a core requirement is an example of best practice and ensures that all Members are not only aware of their statutory responsibilities but also gives them the skills to deal with equality issues in their role as Councillors.   

· Equal Opportunities is part of the staff employee appraisal process and is reflected in employee action plans. 
· The Review team found evidence of a strong commitment from employees to equalities and diversity. 
Areas for improvement:
· Targets for BVPI for employment need to be reviewed as they are not challenging enough to be truly reflective/representive of the community. The strategies to meet these targets are not well defined or developed and may benefit from being within a single workforce strategy.  

· Need to do further analysis on the Staff Survey in relation to the six equality strands in order to identity any potential barriers for certain groups of employees to progress within the organisation.   This then needs to feed into an action plan. 
· Momentum with regard to the Employee Forum Groups e.g. Disability Forum, BME Forum and LGBT Forum needs to be maintained and supported. So far only one meeting has taken place for each.  Need to have terms of reference for each, funding for meetings and communication about them on the intranet/internal magazines. Meetings should take place regularly. 
· Trade Unions did not feel consulted on in relation to equality issues e.g. Disability/Gender/Race Equality Scheme.  The Peer Review Team believe that the Council would benefit from involving the trade unions on all equalities issues and equalities becomes a standing agenda item on the Corporate/Directorate Trade Union Forum meetings/JCC.

· It is recognised best practice amongst employers to sign up to the Stonewall Diversity Champions Programme. The Council may wish to consider this as a further demonstration of its commitment to equality and diversity.  
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