COMMUNITY OVERVIEW & SCRUTINY COMMITTEE (SPECIAL)

THURSDAY 16 NOVEMBER 2006 AT 11.30 AM

PRESENT:
Councillor Boaden (Chairman), Councillors Bainbridge (as substitute for Councillor S Bowman), Earp, Glover and Luckley.

COS.117/06
APOLOGIES FOR ABSENCE
Apologies for absence were submitted on behalf of Councillors S Bowman and Hendry.

COS.118/06
EQUALITY AND DIVERSITY POLICY – DISABILITY 


EQUALITY SCHEME

Mrs Dixon, Policy and Performance Officer presented Report SP.54/06 on the Disability Equality Scheme.    The Executive on 23 October 2006 had considered the draft Scheme and Action Plan.  The Disability Equality Scheme had been the subject of consultation. The Scheme and the Action Plan had been amended in light of the outcomes of the consultation, and these documents were tabled at the meeting.  Members were asked to consider the amendments in light of the outcomes of the consultation.

Members then considered the following aspects :

1.
Consultation

Mrs Dixon tabled a list of stakeholder agencies who had been circulated with a draft of the Scheme and the Action Plan.  She advised that she not received any written responses from any of the stakeholder agencies but that she had held 2 meetings with Carlisle Action for the Blind and Carlisle Mind.  The document had also been circulated to all District Councils in Cumbria and the County Council, and although she had seen the County Council’s Disability Equality Scheme she had not had any responses from the other Councils.  The lack of adequate feedback meant that the consultation was not as successful as anticipated.

Mrs Dixon then reported on discussions she had held with Carlisle Access Group.  The main issues which had been raised were :

· The need for awareness and training for Elected Members, Senior Officers and staff – this had been included in the Action Plan.

· Concerns from the Group about the lack of opportunities for employment. The City Council was not perceived, by Group members, as an employer of choice for disabled people.  This issue had been reflected in the Action Plan.

· Leadership

Mrs Dixon advised that there was a need to ensure that disabled people are involved at the strategic or higher end rather than just at the service delivery end of Council activity.  This was being progressed through discussions with the Cumbria Diversity Partnership, Carlisle Diversity Partnership, Cumbria Disability Network and Cumbria County Council.  These discussions would be aimed at involving disabled people in shaping priorities, having input to how training could be delivered and in discussions on how disabled people can be involved more.

In considering the consultation process, Members made the following comments and observations:

(a)
It was suggested that it would be useful for Members to receive a presentation from the Council’s Access Officer to aid the understanding of this whole area.  It was originally suggested that this could be for Members of the Community Overview and Scrutiny Committee, but as discussions proceeded it was acknowledged that it would be beneficial to have such a presentation for all Members of the Council, potentially as part of the Awareness Training proposal in the Action Plan.


This was particularly important as Members could have an important role in working with the various different groups to obtain their views on and input to the shaping of services.

(b)
It may have been useful to have invited representatives of the groups/agencies which were consulted to an Overview and Scrutiny meeting and have an open discussion with members and the relevant officers.


Members then suggested that once the Action Plan is in place and the Committee has taken on the role of monitoring how actions are implemented, representatives of relevant groups/agencies could be invited to participate in meetings to share their experience of how things are changing in practice.

(c)
Members welcomed Officers’ recognition that it was not just about consultation but also about the involvement of disabled people at a more strategic level.  


In response to a question about the links between the different stakeholder agency groups, Mrs Dixon advised that the Disability Network was a county wide group which works with a range of agencies may be able to assist.   It was intended to be a body which would bring together the different groups to have one voice.  There was still a lot of work for the Council to do in going out to and meeting with the various different groups or agencies involved, and although the Disability Network may assist with this, the Council should not underestimate what this would involve in resource terms.  Work has been undertaken with colleagues in the Community Support Section to look at how this could be addressed.


At a corporate level, the Council has a Corporate Equality Group which has responsibility for overseeing disability and equality through the Council.  It is chaired by the Deputy Chief Executive, who acts as a link with the Senior Management Team, other members are the Chairman of this Committee, Councillor Mitchelson (as Member Champion for Equalities), different Service Heads and Policy and Performance Officer Support.  The County Council’s Equalities Officer has also been asked to attend.  The Corporate Group will co-ordinate the Council’s activities on the full range of Equality and Diversity issues and oversee policies and plans.


The Chairman commented that, as a member of that Group, he was the link with this Committee.

(d)
A Member suggested that the Carlisle Council for Voluntary Services (CCVS) could have been approached and could have used their own networks to communicate and consult.


Mrs Dixon responded that a representative of CCVS is on the Carlisle Access Group but she acknowledged that it would be a useful body for consultation.

2.
Amended Disability Equality Scheme

Mrs Dixon explained that the format for the Scheme was taken from the Disability Rights Commission Code of Practice and best practice in other Authorities such as Bedford had also been used.  She then outlined each of the key changes to the Scheme, based on the outcome of consultation.  She emphasised the importance of reviewing the Scheme and stated that it was proposed that initial review would be in 12 months time.  The success of the Action Plan would be reviewed against appropriate measures developed in discussion with disabled people during the first 12 months of the Scheme.

Members made the following comments and observations on the amendments to the Scheme:

(a)
Some of the sentences did not make sense and the document should be checked to ensure that “Plain English” is used.  Page 5 – second bullet point – the last word should be “Cumbria” instead of “Carlisle”.  Page 7 – the second bullet point in the list does not make sense and needs to be re-worded.

(b)
A Glossary needs to be included to explain acronyms.

(c)
There was a concern that the document appeared to be ”lightweight”.  Mrs Dixon responded that it was beneficial to keep the Scheme short and concise, but this did not mean that it was lightweight.  It was particularly important to focus on the actions and the Action Plan was crucial to the success of the Scheme.

(d)
The suggestions about regular review of the Scheme and implementation of the Action Plan were welcomed.

3.
Action Plan

Mrs Dixon then outlined the amendments to the Action Plan.  The Plan had been drawn up on the same format as the Corporate Equality Plan, using headings taken from Best Practice elsewhere.  She advised that in the second bullet point on page 2 the wording had to be changed from “to promote equality of opportunity” to “to promote disability equality”.

A lot of detail on target dates, who is responsible and Resources/Support required, still needs to be entered into the Action Plan.  This will be considered by the Corporate Equality Group, which will seek to ensure that responsibility is spread across the Council.

In considering the amendments to the Action Plan, Members made the following comments and observations:

(a)
Actions on pages 7 and 8 refer to a focus group for disabled members of staff.  There was a suggestion that there could be Member involvement, with this focus group possibly of the new member champion for disability, Councillor Geddes.


Mrs Dixon responded that the focus group had not yet been established.  It was intended to have the focus group facilitated by someone from outwith the City Council, with meetings held away from the Civic Centre, in order to ensure that staff do not feel inhibited from contributing.  Member involvement may not be appropriate at that group.  However, Member involvement is important  and there should be examination of different ways of involving members e.g. meeting with relevant groups/agencies in their wards.

(b)
In response to a questions about telephone communications, Mrs Dixon advised that the Council uses a Typetalk facility.  In addition the Council has contributed funding for a British Sign Language interpreter to be made available if necessary on an appointment system at the Customer Contact Centre or for meetings with other Council officers.

(c)
Clarification was sought on the action on page 3 “Undertake access audit of website”.  Ms Williams, Policy and Performance Officer advised that the Council now has “Browse Aloud” software, which speaks the words out loud as the mouse is moved over the text.  There were other improvements which were being discussed, one of which was to ensure the use of Plain English and allowing for adjustments to font size and relevant colour schemes.

(d)
The action on page 6 – “Adopt minimum access standards for public events” should be amended to ensure that it includes access to polling stations at elections.  Whilst access to Council buildings had improved there appeared to be continuing problems with facilities for polling.  This was particularly the case with portacabins etc used on polling day and it was unacceptable that proper disabled access was not available at all times for electors.

(e)
In response to a question about arrangements for this Committee to monitor implementation of the Action Plan, Mrs Dixon advised that officers would identify key milestones against which the Committee could monitor progress.  Members suggested that representatives of relevant group/agencies could be involved in monitoring meetings.

(f)
The Chairman commented that the City Council should be striving for a “Citizenship approach to disability equality” where disabled people are recognised as equal citizens with equal rights and responsibilities.  This must be the ethos throughout the City Council.

(g)
It was suggested that Mrs Dixon circulate to all Members of this Committee a copy of the Bedford Council Disability Equality Scheme, as it was an example of Best Practice.

RESOLVED – (1)  That the comments of the Committee outlined above be forwarded to the Executive on 20 November 2006.

(2)
That the Committee approves the amended Disability Equality Scheme and Action Plan, subject to the detail in relation to target dates, who is responsible and resources/support being included.

(3)
That the Committee looks forward to appropriate monitoring opportunities when the Scheme and Action Plan have been finalised.

The meeting ended at 12.20.

