National Assembly of Women - Response to the DTI Equality and Diversity consultation on a Single Equality Body

The NAW is a grassroots women’s organisation with an individual membership and affiliations from other campaigning groups and trade unions. We aim to educate, inform and mobilise support for greater equality at work and in society.

Introduction

We support the efforts being made to implement the EU Employment Directive but believe that the government is starting from the wrong place. First of all we need to get the legislative framework right and this means introducing a single equality act which contains consistent principles and law across all the equality strands. We are wholly unconvinced by the arguments advanced for a single equality body and believe that it is an attempt at a “quick fix” of the problem of what to do with the new anti-discrimination rights.  We believe that it would not be in women’s interests for the reasons we set out in this response.

Current equality laws

We are unconvinced by the government’s arguments that the pace of change on equality legislation from Europe would mean that a single act would be subject to constant change. Anti-discrimination law is necessarily dynamic reflecting changes in the society in which it operates and this is not by itself a reason for not introducing a single act. The current equality legislation is ineffective in tackling some of the real problems.  It is piecemeal, complex and too expensive for most women to access. There are a number of inconsistencies in existing legislation which need addressing.  The duty to promote race equality brought in by the Race Relations Amendment Act and soon by the Disability Discrimination Act does not apply to women and to the new equality strands. Discrimination in the provision of goods and services does not apply to the new

equality strands. These are examples only and highlight the

need to take a broader view of the state of our equality legislation and 

bring it together in a single act.  This would undoubtedly provide the best and most reliable framework for individuals, employers and ad-visors.

A Single Equality Act

A Single Equality Act would also allow the government to update at long last the antiquated equal pay legislation which the Equal Opportunities Commission has been calling for for years.  The NAW does not support the softly softly approach of this government to getting equal pay for women which is leading to a widening of the gap between men’s pay and women’s pay.  The 1998 Review of Equality legislation missed the chance to introduce tougher equal pay laws and simpler more effective enforcement machinery and the government would be failing women if it did not use this opportunity to bring tighter equal pay legislation within a Single Equality Act.

Why a single equality body?

The arguments put forward for a single equality body are wholly unconvincing.  It looks like a quick fix of the problem of how to deal with the new legislation without proper consideration of the issues involved. The only arguments which are advanced with any conviction are based on administrative convenience and cost savings.  These are insufficient in themselves to justify this move when policy considerations do not support this conclusion.  

Focus on women

We have argued previously for changes in the way the EOC operates but continue to believe that women as a majority of the population encounter oppression and discrimination in ways that minority groups do not. A single equality body would treat women as a minority group among other minority groups and consequently marginalise women’s interests.  This has been the pattern in many local authorities where Women’s

Units have been “consolidated” into Equality Units with a consequent 

loss of resources and focus. 

Equal funding

There is a real danger that the creation of a single body would lead to a hierarchy of importance for different equality areas.  Currently, this is of particular concern to disability organisations which do not want to lose the DRC after such a short time.  Our concern is that this is a much greater threat to women and the EOC since women’s disadvantage is often invisible and politically easier to ignore. The government has a past record of seriously under funding the EOC in comparison with the CRE and DRC and there is no reason to suppose that this would change in a single equality body.

Women’s rights v religion

We have a real concern about the interplay of the new rights of faiths with women’s rights.  Religious fundamentalism is a major cause of women’s oppression and needs to be opposed vigorously not incorporated within the same body.  We do not accept the proposal that organisations with a religious ethos should have the ability to discriminate in their recruitment as we believe that this could open the door to all kinds of discriminatory practices.

Conclusions

We want to see a separate body retained as we are not persuaded that a single equality body would benefit women.  We believe that the government should create separate equality bodies for the new equality strands when the legislation is introduced and encourage more joined up working across all commissions.  However, we believe that the priority is to get the legislation right and introduce a single equality act which updates existing sex discrimination and equal pay laws and we are convinced that this must happen before any merging of structures is considered.
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