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                                                                              Single Equality Scheme

Policy Statement

Homes for Northumberland recognise the definition of equality as presented in the Equalities Review 2007.

‘An equal society protects and promotes equal, real freedom and opportunity to live in the way people value and would choose, so that everyone can flourish.  An equal society recognises people’s needs, situations and goals, and removes the barriers that limit what people can do and be’
Homes for Northumberland are committed to promoting equality and acknowledging diversity.  We believe that it it’s the right of every human being to be treated with dignity and respect regardless of age, disability, gender, sexual orientation, race, religion or belief.  Respect for the principles of human rights is fundamental to the vision and values of the company.  
Single Equality Scheme
1. Context
Homes for Northumberland was created on the 1st April 2009, by a merger of two existing housing organisations, Blyth Valley Housing, an Arms length Management Organisation (ALMO), and Alnwick District Housing Department.  
Our Core Purpose

· Working with residents to make choices about their homes and services.

· Creating homes and neighbourhoods that people are proud of.

· Making a difference to people’s quality of life.

Our Core Values

We will ensure our core values permeate the work we do and the services we deliver:

· We take pride in doing a good job and achieving results

· We take personal responsibility for getting the job done

· We care about each other and are friendly and helpful

· We care for customers

Our Duties

Public bodies in England, Wales and Scotland are subject to the ‘public sector duties’ (PSDs) that place on them a series of legal obligations. 
· Eliminate unlawful discrimination on whatever grounds.

· Promote equality of opportunity.

· Promote good relations between all individuals regardless of age, disability, gender, race, religion or belief and sexual orientation.

· Eliminate unlawful harassment or victimisation.

· Take steps to take account of disabled people’s access needs even when that involves treating them more favourable than others.

· Promote positive attitudes to all individuals in the community

· Encourage participation in public life from individuals from under represented groups.

· Consult, encourage and involve individuals from all sections of the community.

· Comply with equality legislation, Codes of Practice and Recommendations set out


in:



The Equal Pay Act 1970 as amended by the Equal pay (Amendment)



Regulations 1983



Sex Discrimination Act 1975 & 1986

 

Human Rights Act 1998



Sex Discrimination (Gender Reassignment) Regulations 1999



The MacPherson Report 1999 (from Stephen Lawrence Enquiry)



Disability Discrimination Act 1995 and 2005



Race Relations Amendment Act 1976 & Amendments Act 2000



Employment Equality Regulations - Sexual Orientation 2003



Employment Equality Regulations - Religion or Belief 2003



The Employment Equality (Sex Discrimination) Regulations 2005



Civil Partnership Act 2004


Gender Recognition Act (GRA) 2005



The Employment Equality (Age) Regulations 2006



The Racial and Religious Hatred Act 2006 


Equality Act 2006



Equality Act (Sexual Orientation) Regulations 2007



Commission for Equality and Human Rights Codes of Practice.
a. The Equality Bill

In April 2009 the Equality Bill was published, which sets out the governments approach to consolidating and strengthening existing legislative requirements.
1. Introducing a new public sector duty to consider reducing socio-economic inequalities, affecting how public bodies make strategic decisions about spending and service delivery.
2. Putting a new Equality Duty on public bodies, continuing to cover race, gender and disability but will be extended to cover age, sexual orientation, religion or belief, pregnancy and maternity explicitly and gender reassignment in full.  This duty will require public bodies to consider the needs of diverse groups in the community when designing and delivering public services so that people can get fairer opportunities and better public services.
3. Using public procurement to drive equality, public services must meet the needs of our diverse society and encouraging suppliers to promote equality in their own workforces will lead to individuals and the wider 
society benefiting from reductions in pay gaps and improved employment opportunities among currently under represented groups.

4. Banning age discrimination outside the workplace and making it unlawful to discriminate against someone aged 18 or over because of age when providing services or carrying out public functions. 
5. Introducing gender pay and equality reports and requiring public bodies with over 150 employees to publish annual details of their gender pay gap, their ethnic minority employment rate and their disability employment rate.  The Bill will also ban pay secrecy or ‘gagging clauses’ which stop employees discussing their pay with their colleagues.
6. Extending the scope to use positive action to allow employers to make their workforces 
more diverse if they want to.  Employers will be able to pick someone for a job from an 
under represented group when they have the choice between two or more candidates who are equally suitable provided they do not have a general policy of doing so in every case.
7. Strengthening the powers of employment tribunals to allow them to make recommendations in discrimination cases which benefit the whole workforce and not just the individual.
8. Protecting carers from discrimination, strengthening the law to protect people from 
discrimination when they are associated with someone who is protected themselves, for example, as their carer.
9. Protecting breastfeeding mothers to make it unlawful to force breastfeeding mothers and their babies out of places like coffee shops, public galleries and restaurants.  
10. Banning discrimination in private members’ clubs and making it unlawful for associations to discriminate against members or guests of members invited to a club.  
11. Strengthening protection from discrimination for disabled people, making it unlawful to 
knowingly treat a disabled person in a particular way which amounts to poor treatment unless the treatment can be justified.
2. The Single Equality Scheme
Homes for Northumberland aims to promote equality and fair treatment, and provide services that are inclusive and accessible to everyone. We will ensure that privacy, dignity and cultural beliefs are fully respected.  We will ensure that we eliminate discrimination and harassment and promote equality of opportunity across the six strands of diversity:

· Age

· Disability

· Gender/gender reassignment

· Race

· Religion  or Belief

· Sexual orientation

We will consider socio-economic disadvantage when making strategic decisions about how we deliver our services

This scheme sets out what we are planning to do over the next five years to meet our aims for equality and diversity and our duties to promote equality, tackle discrimination and harassment and to promote good relations. 
This scheme recognises that many people experience more than one type of disadvantage or discrimination (multiple discrimination) and that resources can be used more effectively managing equality and diversity in a holistic way. We also recognise that some specific actions are needed to address different equality issues and have highlighted this in the document. 
We will state how we are going to promote equality in all of the things we do whether that’s providing services, employing people, developing policies, communicating, consulting or involving people in our activities. 

The scheme:
· Clarifies what our responsibilities are under equalities legislation and outlines how the equality duties will be delivered within the organisation

· Sets out our plans for making sure that people from different groups are not discriminated against or disadvantaged when using our services or working for us 

· Makes sure action plans are monitored and put into place

· Demonstrates our organisation’s commitment to equality and diversity 

3.
Partnerships
We recognise that strategic leadership is key to improving equality outcomes.  By working in partnership with other the public, private and voluntary sectors we can embed equality and diversity into everything we do, whilst playing our part in the delivery of the wider housing agenda for Northumberland.  
Our society is becoming more diverse and in order to inform policy and decision making, we need to understand the communities which we serve.  We collect customer profile information through a variety of systems, including our housing management system, vision management system and Homefinder system.  Information is collected across a number of areas: 

· Disability

· Faith/Belief

· Ethnicity

· Language

· Age

· Gender

· Sexual Orientation
We use this information to inform our planning and identify gaps in knowledge.

We carry out equality impact assessment (EIA’s) against all policies, strategies, procedures, partnerships and services.  Actions arising from the assessments are fed into the service and business planning process.

We ‘add value’ to the work we carry out through effective partnership working and work proactively with a range of partners and support providers to provide services which are sensitive to the diverse communities we serve, particularly in relation to vulnerable people.  Our partners include:

· Citizens Advice Bureau

· SORTED

· ESCAPE

· Youth Offending and Drug Action Teams 

· Blyth Valley Arts and Leisure Trust 

· South East Northumberland Drug Reference Group

· Local Multi Agency Partnership

· North East Procurement Group

· Financial Inclusion Partnership

· Northumberland Community Development Framework

· Supporting People

· National Federation of ALMO’s

and the variety of contactors who help us deliver our capital programme.   We work closely with our strategic partners within the County Council including probation, social services and health to provide a holistic service where possible.   We will take appropriate action against the perpetrators of racial harassment and hate crime in liaison with relevant public and third sector agencies.  We will provide support and protection to the victim of any harassment and/or discriminatory behaviour wherever possible and practicable.
We will continue to grow the Northumberland Choice Based Lettings Service, developed and hosted by ourselves since 2005, to tackle issues around increasing mobility and choice in where our tenants live, and to 

· provide an open, fair and transparent housing allocations system that is easily understood, accessible and easy to use.

· support the delivery of sustainable communities 

· promote social and financial inclusion

· provide accurate housing need information to inform future housing strategies & investment decisions

· prevent homelessness by providing more housing options and acknowledging the needs of vulnerable people to support them with CBL

· promote equality and diversity
We recognise the exclusion of many of our customers to mainstream financial services and have developed a Financial Inclusion Strategy to address these needs. Our ‘Making Ends Meet’ campaign provides practical assistance to our customers and communities around issues such as fuel poverty, access to insurance and bank accounts.  National recognition was achieved for the work that we carried out in this area.  ‘Making Ends Meet’ is in the process of developing a financial inclusion database providing knowledge across our communities as to individuals’ personal circumstances in order to better target resources to need.  

We will work with our partners to tackle social economic inequality where we can.  We will continue to work with the Warm Zone partnership to tackle fuel poverty through the provision of help and support to provide a variety of home improvements and the free, confidential benefits advice service offered over the phone or via home visits.  

We aim to lead by example and will identify Equality Champions at both Board and Executive Management Team Level.  
We aim to build a workforce and Board which reflects the customer base and the diverse communities within which we work.  We actively encouraging recruitment to the company and Board from groups currently under-represented in the company, seeking to retain under-represented staff and Board members and encouraging progression once within the company.   All Board members have equal collective responsibility for Equality and Diversity as well as responsibility for their own personal behaviour.  In addition to this general and personal responsibility, the Board ‘champion’ carries certain extra responsibilities to help all Board members become fully effective in this area. These include:

· To help the Board improve its own education and awareness of the full range of Equality and Diversity issues including disability, faith/belief, ethnicity, language, age, gender, sexual orientation, harassment and bullying.

· To encourage the Board to set aside sufficient time to ensure informed debate can take place on Equality and Diversity issues.

· To help the Board to ‘Equality proof’ its own decisions by ensuring that a sufficiently representative group of people has been consulted and that the direct and indirect impact on people has been fully taken into account when decisions are made. 

· To sponsor policy and scheme reviews relating to Equality and Diversity to ensure that the company remains compliant with legislation and its own Vision and standards.

Community Engagement
It is vitally important to actively involve groups who may experience disadvantage and inequality in decision making and service planning. Through our intensive resident engagement work, our knowledge of what is important to the communities we serve is kept up to date and accurate.  
To improve access to opportunities, we are working with a wide range of community groups and individuals, offering support and training to enable them to become more active within their local communities and develop skills and confidence.  
· We have developed and reviewed our Tenant Agreement or Tenant Compact with tenants, which sets out our obligations and mechanisms for involving customers in the setting, monitoring and reviewing of service delivery, policy and process.  We are also looking to developing agreements at a lower spatial level with tenants and leaseholders, and in the summer of 2008 following widespread customer consultation a ‘Community Pledge’ was developed for the Eastfield Lea Estate in Cramlington. The Pledge agreed the levels of service that residents could expect from the Housing Company and a number of partner organisations and clarified the responsibilities of residents
· Tenants and Residents groups are offered a range of training through a programme of activities through our partnerships to develop skills and confidence.
· A pool of tenants volunteer their time to scrutinise services provided. The volunteers attend Service Panels and act as Mystery Shoppers to look at how services are delivered and how those services could be improved for all service users.  The team also produce ‘Your News’, the tenants’ and leaseholders’ newsletter, which is published quarterly.
We get involved with local community groups on their terms and  use a wide variety of tools to enable users to get involved with our decision making processes in ways that suit them, including

· A Reader’s Panel

· Postal Consultation 

· Focus Groups

· Mystery Shoppers

· Organised Residents Forums

· Homes for Northumberland’s attendance at partner community group events and meetings.

We also actively promote involvement from under represented groups and provide a range of support to enable service users with specific needs to be involved in ways they want to including:
· Offering travel and carer’s allowances

· Using accessible venues for meetings

· Providing information in translation, large print, audio, Braille etc on request and where we know this is the resident’s preferred form of contact.

· Offering access to hearing loop systems

5.  Customer Care
Homes for Northumberland recognises that housing plays a fundamental role in everyone’s life.  Our homes and the communities in which they are located directly influence our access to critical opportunities such as employment, education and our ability to participate in the social and economic life of the community.  These factors determine our basic sense of belonging and our feelings of health and wellbeing. 

.Our Customer Service Charter details our aim to ensure that all our customers can use our services regardless of age, race, sex, disability, religion or sexuality.

We do this by training our staff to understand the different needs of customers, and we monitor our services to make sure they are provided fairly to everyone.

Our staff will:

· help fill in forms

· provide an interpretation service if a first language is not English

· provide information in different languages or in different formats such as large type, Braille, CD or audio tape

· use plain English

· take account of any special needs 

· use Typetalk where necessary and/or requested
· arrange for interviews or visits to be by a member of staff of the same sex if relevant or requested
· provide induction-loop systems

· visit at home if requested
· provide a sign-language service 

We will ensure our offices are wheelchair accessible and well signposted.  Our reception area will be welcoming, have accessible WC’s and private interview rooms.  
Our website offers a range of services electronically and we also provide services to allow bidding for homes, payments, complaints and repairs via telephone and text messaging.
We have recently reviewed and streamlined our Complaints procedure in partnership with our customers in order to make the process more accessible and transparent.
We have developed separate policies to address issues of

· Racial Harassment and Hate Crime

· Domestic Violence

· Anti Social Behaviour

all of which recognise the diverse nature of the communities and individuals who can become the victims of crime, violence, harassment and anti social behaviour.  We will ensure staff are fully trained in dealing effectively with all incidents of racial harassment and hate crime.  We will ensure victims and witnesses are offered a confidential and safe service, arranging mediation where appropriate and access to translation services or a signer.
We will ensure that external and internal communication is monitored for accessibility and readability, taking into account use of colour, spacing, font choice and size, use of upper and lower case, illustrations, layout and use of plain English.  Information will be available in a range of formats including Braille, Read Aloud, translations etc and will use inclusive language and images which are positive about diversity.  Third party service provision is monitored through our contracting process, ensuring that the service equality objectives delivered by our contractors and providers are monitored and enforced.   Customer satisfaction with all delivery mechanisms is monitored through the Vision Management System.

 6.  Procurement

Homes for Northumberland spends around £9 million per year on providing goods and services.  We aim to use our purchasing power to promote equality and diversity, alongside value for money, within the market place at all stages of the process.  We will ensure equality and diversity is embedded within our Procurement Strategy and associated financial policies.
Pre Procurement - we will work with our customers to identify any equality issues relevant to the procurement that need to be addressed and work with suppliers to understand what is achievable.

Specification – we will define our equality requirements within a formal written description taking care that the specification does not result in unequal treatment of suppliers and we will ensure our specifications are transparent and non discriminatory.
Selection – equality issues will be considered when looking at a potential supplier’s technical ability to perform a contract where they are relevant and we will request evidence of policies and training where necessary.
Award – we will state any equality award criteria in the contract notice or contract documents so that potential suppliers understand the criteria against which they will be assessed.
Contract Conditions – we will ensure that contract conditions are non discriminatory and that value for money is maintained.

7. Employment
The ability to deliver responsive, personalised services depends in a large part on the composition, skills, understanding and commitment of the workforce.  Homes for Northumberland is an employer as well as a service provider.  We take our responsibilities seriously and aim to make our organisation a positive place to work where individuals are valued and respected and where equality of opportunity is promoted. As an employer we aim to demonstrate equity, fairness and consistency and value all employees. We recognise our duty to actively recruit, retain, and promote a diverse workforce that is representative of local communities and does not create barriers to employment for people from minority groups. 

We monitor our movement towards greater equality in our workforce profile against gender, disability and the representation of women and black, Asian and minority ethnic groups in senior management.  
We will also monitor training, performance appraisals, grievances, disciplinary action and reasons for leaving against race disability and gender.  The data will be published annually. 
We take positive action to encourage applicants from under represented groups through advertising in Equality Britain and interviewing all disabled applicants who meet the minimum criteria for the job vacancy. We have successfully achieved the Jobcentre Plus two ticks for disability symbol.  
We have fully implemented equal pay across the Company.  We have harassment and bullying at work policy and deal with any issues quickly and effectively.  We monitor staff satisfaction with the Company on an annual basis and plan to introduce a number of inclusive structures during the coming year to ensure that staff are engaged positively in service transformation and development.

We provide a comprehensive training programme including equality and diversity training across the seven strands and provide access to information through the internal publication ‘Your Guide to Culture and Diversity’ which is handed to every member of staff.

8. Action Plan

The five year action plan at Appendix 1, sets out practical steps to promote equality in our employment practices, how we provide or buy services, how we work in partnership with others and how we include equality, inclusion and accessibility in all aspects of our work. 

9. Monitoring

We currently use a number of methods to ensure that our services, projects, partnerships, policies and practices are ‘fit for purpose’.  
· Monthly Vision Management Surveys across all service areas

· ‘Mystery shopper’ testing to establish qualitative data on telephone caller experience and face to face perceptions of service quality.  
· Annual Satisfaction Survey
· Feedback from service users to test the skills and confidence of front line dealing with a wide range of customers.

and 

Equality Impact Assessments
An equality impact assessment (EIA) is a tool to assess the potential for policies, services and function to impact on customers and staff. The EIA also provides an opportunity for staff to think carefully about the impact of their work on the people they serve.  The EIA process is one that includes developing or reviewing 

· Policy

· Strategy

· Procedure

· Function

· Project

· Services

· Change

The EIA process is not only a legal requirement under a number of acts including the Race Relations (Amendment) Act 2000 but also enables the organisation to improve policies etc for the benefit of the whole community.

The EIA focuses on specific equality strands:
1. age

2. disability

3. gender/transgender
4. race

5. religion of belief

6. sexual orientation

It is important to remember that these groups are not homogeneous and people within these groups have different and individual needs.  May will be members of several of the targeted groups and their experience of discrimination may involve a variety of factors.
The key questions that are assessed within an EIA are: 

1. What are you looking to achieve in this activity? 

2. Who in the main will benefit? 

3. Does the activity have the potential to cause adverse impact or discriminate against different groups in the community? 

4. Does the activity make a positive contribution to equalities? 

Impact assessment summaries will be published on the website and in hard copy, as audio versions, in Braille, in translation or in other formats on request.   

We will publish a list of all functions and policies against which we will carry out an EIA and review this every three years.  

We will monitor the Equality and Diversity Action Plan via quarterly reports to the Senior and Executive Management Teams and review it every three years.
Appendix 1 - Action Plan

	Action
	Deadline
	Lead

	Develop an equality and diversity review timetable for all policies, strategies, services, contracts etc to carry out EIA and ensure the equality strands are covered.
	April 2010
	Policy & Research 

	Audit all buildings for access and develop a prioritised programme of works to eradicate barriers.
	July 2010
	Repairs & Maintenance Manager

	Ensure accessibility is built into development and refurbishment programmes.


	Sept 2010
	Programme and Procurement Manager

	Implement rolling programme of mystery shopping and other reality checks to test accessibility of buildings, staff knowledge and attitudes and service delivery mechanisms to all seven equality strands.  Use staff, customers and other partners as mystery shoppers.
	Sept 2010
	Policy and Research Manager and Resident Participation Manager

	Survey staff annually to monitor representation across the nine strands of diversity and those with caring responsibilities etc to ensure the Company supports its staff fully.
	April 2010 & ongoing
	Human Resources Manager

	Identify and implement positive action measures where certain groups are under represented in the workforce, ensure the recruitment and appointment processes are equalities complaint including the active promotion of the Interview Guarantee Scheme (2 ticks)
	Ongoing
	Human Resources Manager

	Ensure equality forms part of the appraisal system.


	Ongoing
	Human Resources Manager

	Carry out an employee and service user information and awareness campaign around the need for monitoring, the Equality Impact Assessment process and what the information we collect is used for.
	From April 2010
	Policy & Research Manager

	Identify Equality Champions from within senior management in the Company, and from the Board


	April 2010
	Managing Director

	Self assess the Company’s business against the relevant codes of practice, the Equality Framework for Local Government, the Diversity KLOE and best practice.
	April 2010
	Policy and Research Manager

	Review policies on complaints, harassment, bullying, hate crime and anti social bullying to ensure they cover all nine strands of diversity.
	April 2011
	Human Resources Manager

	Ensure all staff have access to the Company’s Guide to Culture and Diversity, and are aware of translation services, interpretation services and how to provide documents in a wide range of formats.
	Ongoing
	Policy and Research Manager

	Provide an ongoing programme of equality and diversity training and awareness raising events for staff, Board Members and tenant and leaseholder groups.
	Ongoing
	Learning and Development Officer

	Form a user editorial group supported by staff to review all public documents, edit the tenant’s newsletter and monitor the website to ensure accessibility to all.
	April 2010
	Resident Participation Manager

	Review our communications strategy to ensure it adheres to good practice and use positive images and language.
	April 2010
	Policy and Research Manager

	Continue to work closely with user forums to actively promote engagement from under represented groups.
	Ongoing
	Resident Participation Manager

	Review existing monitoring systems to ensure they are fit for purpose, ensure monitoring systems effectively record preferred method of contact and any equality issues which are accessible to all those who need to access the information
	From April 2010
	Policy and Research Manager
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