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	KEY ISSUE/DECISION


The Board is asked to note the equality & diversity update provided and the appendices, and endorse the work to support lesbian, gay, transsexual and bisexual staff in the workplace across the region. 

	EXECUTIVE SUMMARY


This report summarises the actions taken to meet the Board’s aspiration of all FRAs meeting level 3 of the equality standard for local government across the region by March 2011. Members’ attention is drawn to the following key issues:

i. Hampshire has recently been accredited at Level 3 of the equality standard;

ii. The Board is being entered into the national equality & diversity awards for fire & rescue services in the leadership category. 
	CONSULTATION


Consultation has taken place with the constituent Fire and Rescue Authorities (FRAs) in the South East Region to develop the report. 

	RECOMMENDATIONS


Members are asked to:

i. Note the report and the appendices;

ii. Endorse the work to support lesbian, gay, transsexual and bisexual staff in the workplace across the region.

	REASONS FOR RECOMMENDATIONS


Equality & diversity is a key priority for the Regional Management Board as expressed in the Business Plan 2008/11.
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INTRODUCTION

1. Equality & diversity is now a standing item on Regional Management Board (RMB) agendas. Since the last report, one further fire & rescue authority has been accredited at level 3 of the equality standard for local government, two new contracts to help Fire & Rescue Authorities (FRAs) have been agreed, and work to support lesbian, gay, transsexual and bisexual colleagues in the workplace has been proposed. Additionally the government has announced categories for the National Fire & Rescue Service Equality & Diversity Awards 2009, and issued a national report on disability equality. 

ANALYSIS AND COMMENTARY

Support contracts

2. To assist all FRAs reach level 3 of the equality standard for local government by March 2011, two new contracts covering the period Dec 2008/March 2011 have been let by the South East Fire Improvement Partnership (SEFIP). A support contract with the Improvement & Development Agency (IDeA) has been agreed which gives FRAs access to collaborative and individual support, as well as additional peer mentoring days. Arrangements have also been put in place with both the IDeA and Centre for Policy Studies (Equality Mark) to take account of the ongoing support and provide FRAs with a choice of external assessment. 

Progress against target

3. Members will be pleased to note that Hampshire FRA has been accredited at Level 3 of the equality standard. The assessment highlighted many strengths which contributed towards Hampshire’s achievement.  Particular mention was made of the strong organisational leadership, underpinned by a clear, genuine commitment to equality & diversity, as well as the enthusiasm, understanding and passion for delivering real outcomes.  The Service’s achievements in community engagement and the development of robust stakeholder scrutiny and challenge were also highlighted as groundbreaking. Further information is included at appendix 1.
4. East Sussex and Surrey are making good progress towards their accreditations and it is hoped that both will be signed off at level 3 by March 2009, which will exceed the target set in the last report to the Board. Isle of Wight’s accreditation will occur soon after. 

Good practice case studies

5. Further case studies of good practice have been developed since the last report to the Board. These are attached at appendices 2 to 4 for Members’ information. They come from Kent and Buckinghamshire, and a joint case study from East Sussex and West Sussex. The government has also recently issued the Disability Equality Report by the Secretary of State for Communities and Local Government which includes two case studies from the region. The document is available at http://www.communities.gov.uk/documents/communities/pdf/1081170.pdf 
National Fire & Rescue Service Equality and Diversity Awards 2009

6. On 20 November 2008, the government invited applications for the National Fire & Rescue Service Equality and Diversity Awards 2009 in Fire Service Circular 61/2008. The aims of the scheme are to encourage the development and sharing of good practice, support the promotion of equality and diversity across the fire and rescue service, raise awareness about the issues and celebrate achievement. The scheme is designed to promote equality and diversity and the integration of the fire and rescue service into the community, focusing upon creativity, innovation and good practice and providing recognition of commitment and endeavour. There are three categories: 

· Leadership 

· Service Delivery 

· Partnership Working 

7. There will be two Awards within the Leadership and Service Delivery categories, one for individual achievement and one for team/group achievement. For the partnership working category there will be a team/group award only. Where an award is given for partnership working, a certificate will be presented to each of the partner organisations involved in the project. 

8. SEFIP will be submitting an application for the award on behalf of the RMB in the category of leadership, reflecting the important role which the Board had in leading the equality and diversity agenda at regional level. 

Supporting Lesbian, Gay, Transsexual and Bisexual staff in the workplace

9. Work is ongoing to ensure that needs across all the equality strands are given consideration.  From a staff perspective, a network or support group, which can take various forms, can be of value. The Equality & Diversity group has given consideration to supporting the needs of lesbian, gay, transsexual and bisexual staff (LGTB) and has concluded that needs would served well by the provision of a ‘virtual’ network which is accessible across the region.  Some of the issues which make up the business case for this network are set out below.

i. One of the worse effects of not being able to come out at work is isolation.  A virtual network will not only provide support for LGTB staff but also can help them to find the strength to ‘come out’;

ii. Known numbers within each FRS are very small. Staff may benefit from making links with others across the region;  

iii. Provides a gateway of support and assistance to LGTB staff in the workplace and a forum for discussion; 

iv. Network groups which require absence from the workplace to participate are not conducive to maintaining confidentiality. Networks provide a safe and confidential forum to report discrimination and homophobic behaviour;

v. Networks can assist in consultation exercises which have an impact on LGTB staff.  

10. Early indications are that a network would be relatively simple to set up at relatively little cost. As part of the region’s commitment to equality & diversity, SEFIP will look to support this project and Members are asked to endorse this work.

IMPLICATIONS

11. Equality & diversity remains a key priority for the Board, as set out in its approved business plan for 2008/11. Equality & diversity also remains a national priority for the government in relation to fire & rescue authorities. To continue to support the agenda in the region, funding has been earmarked from the 2008/09 allocation of improvement & efficiency funding. Further support will be available in 2009/10. 

12. Members will also be pleased to note that the collaborative approach to equality & diversity will yield significant savings, compared to each FRA procuring their own support. These savings are anticipated to be of the order of £60k when all FRAs are assessed, which will be an excellent return on investment. 

CONCLUSION

13. Members are asked to:

i. Note the report and the appendices;

ii. Endorse the work to support lesbian, gay, transsexual and bisexual staff in the workplace across the region.
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