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	KEY ISSUE/DECISION


The Board is asked to note the equality & diversity update provided and the appendices. It is also asked to note the date of the second South East Fire Improvement Partnership Operational Diversity event, which is restated in this report for the benefit of new Members of the Board. 

The Improvement & Development Agency and the Chief Fire Officers’ Association are also consulting on a version of the Equality Framework for fire & rescue authorities. A consultation response is attached at appendix 1 for Members’ approval. 

	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. The South East Fire Improvement Partnership was not successful in its submission as part of the national fire & rescue equality & diversity awards;
ii. The second SEFIP Operational Diversity event is planned for 23 September 2009 at the Milton Keynes Dons Stadium, Milton Keynes. Members are asked to note this date in their diaries. 
	CONSULTATION


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

	RECOMMENDATIONS


Members are asked to Approve the consultation response to the FRS Equality Framework (appendix 1 refers). 

	REASONS FOR RECOMMENDATIONS


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

LEAD/CONTACT OFFICER: Charlie Hendry

TELEPHONE NUMBER: 01622 698201

EMAIL: charlie.hendry@kent.fire-uk.org 


BACKGROUND PAPERS: None

INTRODUCTION

1. Equality & diversity is now a standing item on Regional Management Board (RMB) agendas. Since the last report, SEFIP has been discussing the proposed time by which remaining four FRAs will be in a position to demonstrate that they are at level 3 of the equality standard for local government, or its equivalent in the equality framework.

2. The Improvement & Development Agency (IDeA) and the Chief Fire Officers’ Association (CFOA) are also consulting on a version of the Equality Framework for fire & rescue authorities. A consultation response is attached at appendix 1 for Members’ approval. 

3. Unfortunately we were not successful in the National Equality & Diversity for the fire & rescue service 2009 awards. However, Kent was highly commended for its work on operational diversity.

ANALYSIS AND COMMENTARY

Fire & Rescue Equality Framework Consultation

4. In developing the new Equality Framework for Local government (EFLG) the IDeA has been consulting with representatives of the Fire and Rescue Services to develop a bespoke equality performance and improvement framework for the Fire and Rescue Service.  The FRSEF has been drafted by a small joint working group representing the IDeA and the Chief Fire Officers Association’s equality and diversity professional group.  

5. It is based upon the five themes in the Fire and Rescue Service Equality and Diversity Strategy 2008-2018 but is strongly linked to the Equality Framework for Local Government.  This is intended to enable application across all the governance arrangements, including county-based services as well as facilitating equality and diversity partnership arrangements established by Fire and Rescue Services with local authorities and other partnerships, such as the South East Fire Improvement Partnership. 

6. The FRSEF uses the same three benchmarking levels (developing, achieving and excellent) as the local government framework and is similarly outcome focused.  It will require significant evidence based results before individual services can realistically claim to be at the excellent level.  Separate documents are being prepared to provide guidance on the types of evidence that will be required for each level of performance.  

7. It is proposed that services wishing to measure their achievement will also use the Diversity Peer Challenge process developed by the IDeA. The IDeA has already recruited a number of specialist FRS peers who will undertake peer challenges for the Fire and Rescue Services.  

8. Nine Fire and Rescue Services representing three different governance arrangements (combined, county and metropolitan) have agreed to pilot the new Framework with assistance from the IDeA where necessary.  These are Hereford and Worcester, Lancashire, Wiltshire, Lincolnshire, Northamptonshire, Surrey, London, West Midlands and West Yorkshire. 

9. Following any amendments made as a result of the pilots and consultations and subject to ‘sign off’ by the National Equality and Diversity Delivery Partnership, it is intended to launch the new FRSEF at the CFOA Innovations Conference programmed for the 7 and 8 December 2009 in Leicester. 
10. A consultation response is attached at appendix 1 for Members’ approval. It focuses on what we see as the three key issues from the region’s perspective:
· There are risks in developing a bespoke framework for fire & rescue in that it makes comparability across all sectors of local government more difficult;

· Many FRAs are county services and therefore share many of their support functions which other services within the council. These functions are often critical elements in ensuring that the service meets its duties and can effectively promote diversity and equality. The trend is also towards shared back office systems which also suggests that a framework applicable across the public sector is likely to be more practical than a service specific one in the long term. For this reason, the view of the practitioners in the region is that each FRA should take a local decision as to which framework it wishes to be assessed against; 

· we seek assurance that those FRAs who have recently been accredited at level three of the existing equality standard for local government will automatically transfer to the level of achieving in the new framework.

11. Comments on the individual components of the framework are the remit of individual fire & rescue authorities in the region, and have not been focused on in this response. However a meeting of equality & diversity practitioners was held on 25 June to allow common views to be put across in all nine responses. 

12. The response is to be submitted electronically at http://www.surveymonkey.com/s.aspx?sm=QNbq4iVpYXZFVKcwv1wPbg_3d_3d by 21 August 2009. 
Operational Diversity Event

13. At the last meeting, Members considered the draft programme for the operational diversity event to be held on 23 September at Milton Keynes Dons stadium. Since then we have been working on the arrangements, and have made contact with each fire & rescue authority to collect completed community safety impact assessments. We will use these to perform a top-level analysis of the key diversity issues we come across in delivering services to the public. To date 3 assessments have been supplied. 

14. Invitations have been sent to all Members of the Board, Chief Officers, diversity lead officers and also relevant staff from each FRA as selected by their chief officer. Outside the region, all chief officers have been invited, along with the Fire Minister and other key stakeholders. It is hoped to attract at least 120 attendees to the event excluding speakers, and for there to be a variety of market stalls available for attendees to visit during breaks. An advert has been produced and is attached at appendix 2 for Members’ information. Bookings can be made at http://www.idea.gov.uk/idk/events/display-event.do?id=10252245 

Case studies of innovative practice.

15. Two recent case studies have been added to the SEFIP website www.sefip.gov.uk. One is from East Sussex and their work with the diverse communities of Brighton & Hove, and the other is from Kent & Medway looking at how they are promoting the launch of a clip for YouTube to highlight the emergency SMS text service it offers for people who are deaf or speech-impaired. They are attached at appendices 3 and 4.
IMPLICATIONS

16. Equality & diversity remains a key priority for the Board, as set out in its 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 2009/10 allocation of improvement & efficiency funding. 

17. The Improvement & Development Agency has committed to supporting the operational diversity event with significant funding, as well as use of an on-line booking tool through their website. 

CONCLUSION

18. Members are asked to Approve the consultation response to the FRS Equality Framework (appendix 1 refers). 
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