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1.  
Executive Summary
1.1
Any new government policy must have due regard to the need to promote equality within Section 75 of the Northern Ireland Act 1998. In bringing forward its policy on the delivery of voluntary advice services, the Department for Social Development considered that there were potential differential impacts on a number of Section 75 categories and as a result carried out a full equality impact assessment (EQIA).   
1.2 The Strategy for Supporting Delivery of Voluntary Advice Services to the Community proposes a revised structure for a more effective delivery of local advice services and it is clear that this has potential equality impacts. The Review of Advice Services which led to publication of the Department’s Strategy highlighted the level of unmet need for advice services and the need for providers to target ‘hard to reach’ groups, including a number of Section 75 groups. A total of 15 responses were received which raised specific equality impact issues; the individual organisations are listed at Annex A.  

1.3 The Strategy intends to address these issues and will ensure that the needs of specialist client groups are properly catered for within the new arrangements.     
1.4 In preparing this EQIA, the Department has considered the possibility of differential impact on individuals and groups in the following categories: -
Persons with a Disability;

Men and Women; 

Age (both older people and children and young people);

Race;
Sexual orientation;

Persons with Dependants; 

Marital status; and

Religious belief and political opinion.
1.5 Whilst the Department’s Advice Strategy concludes that it is not cost effective or practical to have specialist advice available at a very local level, it is recognised that those in need of advice services will continue to exercise the right to choose where to access those services. This EQIA also recognises that there are some specialist services e.g., counselling on domestic violence, which will not be available through the generalist Area Hub structure and delivery of these services will need to be considered separately.     
1.6 A number of measures are proposed in this revised strategy (see Section 8) in order to mitigate against any potential adverse impacts on Section 75 groups. These include:

· A mapping exercise to match advice provision to community needs and identify the most appropriate locations for Area Hubs;

· Consultations with community organisations, councils and providers to ensure effective and strategic use of satellite and outreach provision and facilitate access to the greatest number of disadvantaged people; 

· Establishment of a Specialist Advisory Panel composed of senior representatives from regional voluntary organisations to advise on quality, training and access issues in relation to their client group; and

· Implementation of an effective IT-based case recording system across all providers to ensure comprehensive monitoring of advice services.  
2. 
Introduction
2.1
The Voluntary and Community Unit (VCU) within the Department for Social Development (DSD) has lead policy responsibility within Government for the development of generic voluntary sector advice services in Northern Ireland. VCU currently exercises this role through core funding regional advice organisations, including Citizens Advice, Advice NI and Law Centre NI, and by contributing around 20% of the core funding of local advice provision through the Community Support Programme, delivered in partnership with district councils. There are a number of other key funders of advice services both within DSD and other Government Departments. 

2.2 The need for an overall review of policy and funding for advice services has been identified by both statutory and voluntary sector organisations. There is general recognition of the need for a long-term strategy to define an agreed infrastructure for future advice services provision. The principal reasons identified were:-

· the lack of an overall policy framework within which decisions about advice and information can be made;

· the lack of a strategic decision-making process by funders; 

· inconsistent quality and quantity of advice provision across Northern Ireland; and

· to enable DSD to deliver support for advice services consistent with its broader responsibility to tackle disadvantage.   
2.3
In November 2003, the Departmental Management Board agreed to the development of a long-term strategy for the support of voluntary advice services. Williamson Consulting was commissioned to review current provision within the advice sector and to work with key stakeholders in producing recommendations for future development of this service. Section 1.2.1 of the Review outlines the need to ensure that equality considerations are fully mainstreamed into policy development and that there is effective operation of the statutory duties under Section 75 of the NI Act 1998. The Williamson Review was completed in July 2005 and can be accessed through the DSD website (www.dsdni.gov.uk). 

2.4
Following consideration of the findings from the Williamson Review and consultation with relevant DSD and external stakeholders, a Strategy for Supporting Delivery of Voluntary Advice Services to the Community was launched for public consultation in January 2006. A total of 54 responses were received from a range of statutory and voluntary sector organisations with 15 making specific comments about the draft EQIA (see Annex A). VCU also facilitated consultation workshops with voluntary advice providers and district councils and an E-consultation exercise with Advice NI. 

2.5
This document sets out the Department for Social Development’s response to the Equality Impact Assessment element of its consultation and outlines how it will mitigate any adverse impacts for Section 75 groups.

3.
The Equality Duty 
3.1     Section 75 of the Northern Ireland Act 1998 requires the Department for Social Development when carrying out its functions to have due regard to the need to promote equality of opportunity between the nine Section 75 categories set out below:

· Persons of different religious belief; political opinion; racial group; age; marital status or sexual orientation;

· Men and women generally;

· Persons with a disability and persons without; 

· Persons with dependants and persons without.

3.2
In addition, and without prejudice to its obligations above, in carrying out its functions relating to Northern Ireland, the Department is required to have regard to the desirability of promoting good relations between persons of different religious belief, political opinion or racial group.
3.3    
Section 9 of the Act in particular requires the Department to set out how it proposes to fulfil the duties imposed by Section 75.  The Department does this through its Equality Scheme, which following public consultation was published in June 2001.  A copy of the scheme, which has been approved by the Equality Commission, is available on the Department’s website at www.dsdni.gov.uk or by contacting Corporate Policy and Planning Branch, Fourth Floor, Lighthouse Building, 1Cromac Place, Gasworks Business Park, Ormeau Road, Belfast BT7 2JB.  

4.  
Responses to the Public Consultation 
4.1
The 15 responses which specifically referred to the draft EQIA made a range of comments in relation to Section 75 and equality issues. A summary of these, including the Department’s response to each, is provided at Annex B.
4.2
The Department has considered all comments made and, where appropriate, reflected these in the final version of the strategy. 

4.3
In particular, concerns were raised by organisations representing a range of Section 75 groups regarding potential marginalisation of specialist advice providers. The final strategy clearly recognises the continued need at a regional level for specialist advice provision for Section 75 groups and states at paragraph 2.3.2 that:

“appropriate referral, training and quality mechanisms must be in place to ensure that specialist organisations have assurance that their client groups have appropriate access to services through local providers.“

“The establishment of a Specialist Advisory Panel under the auspices of the Advice Services Alliance will be an important development in bringing together these [regional] groups to work with government and generalist providers to ensure there is sufficient capacity and awareness at a local level to deal with all client groups and that appropriate referral mechanisms are in place for particularly complex cases.”
4.4
The strategy aims to improve services to ‘hard to reach’ groups and sets out a key role for the Specialist Advisory Panel made up of senior representatives from regional voluntary organisations to advise on quality, training and access issues in relation to their client groups.

4.5
Further comments were made regarding the need to ensure that any adverse impacts are mitigated. The revised strategy provides a commitment to a wide range of measures, including further consultation once the mapping exercise is complete to identify any differential impacts and the most effective means of mitigating these.
4.6
Consultation respondents raised a number of concerns regarding specific Section 75 groups, namely: -

People with disabilities;

Men and women;

Children and young people, and older people;

Racial group;

Religious belief;

Political opinion; and 

Sexual orientation.

4.7
A number of proposals were made in relation to these groups. The Department’s response to individual proposals can be found at Annex B. In summary, the revised strategy makes a clear commitment to ensure that: the Specialist Advisory Panel is representative of regional voluntary organisations; a range of access points will be available to address the needs of all client groups; and monitoring will be in place to ensure that substantial improvements in quality are provided for all clients.
5.
Defining the Aims of the Policy
5.1
The overriding vision behind the strategy is that everyone, particularly the most disadvantaged in our society, has access to the right information and the ability to benefit from it. The main aim of the policy on delivery of voluntary advice services is to put in place an agreed infrastructure and to ensure that a proper strategic framework is in place to inform future funding decisions. It is intended that the new structures will ensure that people in need have ready access to high quality advice provision and, given the type of work undertaken by the sector, there is a direct read across to DSD’s role in tackling disadvantage. 
5.2
The core recommendation in the final strategy is that local advice provision should be delivered through a network of primary generalist providers, referred to as Area Hubs, with appropriate links to a range of outreach, satellite and e-access provision. This recommendation is based on the premise that very specialised provision, which is needed by a relatively small number of people, is only affordable at a regional level. The Strategy outlines the need for appropriate referral, training and quality mechanisms to ensure that all client groups, including Section 75 groups, have access to appropriate advice services at a local level whilst retaining the choice to engage with specialist providers at a regional level.         
5.3

The strategy concludes that the Area Hub structure is the most effective and efficient option for delivery of local advice services and would maximise provision and access for those who most need these services. It also recognises, however, that this structure can only operate effectively where there are good communication links between local generalist and regional specialist providers, where appropriate training and quality assurance mechanisms are in place and where there is a shared view of how the structures should work and adequate funding in place to support this.

5.4

It is envisaged that implementation of the above structure will ensure that  those in need of advice services will have reasonable access to advice, advocacy and high level support on a range of basic and complex general advice issues. The location of Area Hubs will take account of population and measures of deprivation and these will be supported by a range of full-time satellite provision and outreach facilities.
6.  
Consideration of Available Data and Research
6.1 During the review into current advice provision in Northern Ireland, Williamson Consulting engaged in an extensive consultation exercise with the voluntary advice sector. As part of this process, detailed questionnaires were issued to all registered local advice providers seeking a range of information including the type of organisation, the type of advice, advocacy and information service provided, targeted recipients and views on equity and quality standards. 

6.2

This research provided a valuable insight into current advice provision and identified the following baseline information:-      
 


 

· 63 generalist providers dealing with an estimated 400,000 enquiries per year ;

· 105 specialist providers;
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6.3
The consultation on the draft EQIA provided further qualitative information on advice provision and its impact on Section 75 groups. In addition, the Williamson Review identified significant gaps in provision, particularly around the targeting of advice at hard to reach groups. Some of the groups specifically highlighted were ethnic minorities, people with disabilities (including learning disabilities), older people, children and young people, women and carers. In addition, the need to recognise the impact of multiple identities (e.g. older men, young travellers) was noted. The Strategy recognises that there is a need to ensure that such groups can access information and advice services in a way which meets their specific needs.    

6.4
District Councils are currently required to collate statistical information on delivery of local advice services, including number of advice enquiries addressed through funded advice and information agencies (by type of enquiry) and the amount of additional benefit entitlement successfully claimed per area. This data does not provide specific evidence of impact of advice services on Section 75 groups. As district councils are themselves public authorities for the purposes of the section 75 statutory equality duty, any potential for differential impact in local implementation can only be determined by district councils. The Strategy will, however, provide the opportunity for DSD and councils to collaborate in implementing new structures for delivery of local advice services and to devise arrangements to measure and mitigate any adverse impact on Section 75 groups. 

6.5
Quantitative data is available from specialist advice providers to demonstrate the total number of clients and enquiries across Northern Ireland from a number of specific Section 75 groups. The information collected for 2005 is as follows:- 

Group



No. Clients

No. Enquiries



Older people



14,187

20,348


Women



1,029


4,910


Racial Groups


2,392


2,392


Disability



18,856

24,880


Persons with Dependants

9,994


N/K

Marital Status


1,723


10,019

6.6
This research data is somewhat outdated and DSD, in conjunction with the NI Legal Services Commission, has commissioned a more comprehensive exercise to profile current advice services and map these into the proposed infrastructure. This will analyse the geographical spread of services and, taking account of issues of accessibility, deprivation and population size, make recommendations on the preferred location of Area Hubs and other linked provision within each of the proposed new Super Council areas.

6.7
This research will enable DSD to identify any potential gaps in delivery of advice services and consider how new advice structures can best target hard to reach groups. 

7.
Assessment of Impacts
7.1 Funding of local advice provision, through the Community Support Programme, is delivered using an agreed formula which takes account of population and deprivation. The deprivation weighting is calculated using data on the 15% most deprived wards, measured using the Noble Multiple Deprivation Index. This funding formula provides a balance between social need and population and is, therefore, attempting to proactively skew resources for advice services to areas where it is most needed.  

7.2
It is evident, however, that advice services need to be more accessible and to concentrate particularly on the hard to reach groups identified in Section 5.3. The DSD Strategy recommends a structure based around a network of comprehensive, locally-based advice providers. These providers should be able to offer frontline support to those with specific needs and act as a referral point to specialist agencies where dedicated specialist advice is required.      
7.3
If this structure is to operate effectively, it is crucial that local providers establish relationships with those regional voluntary organisations with particular expertise in working with Section 75 groups. This will ensure that local Area Hubs can maintain quality of provision through appropriate training and access to specialist information. Regional voluntary organisations must also be assured that their specific client groups have full access to quality local advice provision through the new structures.    

7.4
The following paragraphs outline the potential impact of the Department’s Strategy on each of the Section 75 groups:-

Age

7.5
There are two main regional specialist organisations and up to four local specialist organisations providing advice and information services to older people in Northern Ireland. In 2005, these groups dealt with over 20,000 enquiries in total. A range of local generalist providers also provide advice services to older people. The Williamson Review identified older people as a group which should be targeted to ensure proper access to advice and information services. 

7.6
The Specialist Advisory Panel will also include representation from the regional specialist organisations dealing with older people to ensure that the needs of this client group are properly addressed at a local level. Although it is proposed that regional specialist organisations will continue to receive referrals in complex cases, it is considered to be most effective to develop a mixed model which will offers a range of access points for this client group, taking into account relevant access issues (highlighted in the consultation) and key government strategies, such as the Older People’s Strategy and associated Action Plan. 
7.7 A number of consultees highlighted the need to address the advice needs of children and young people and this will be addressed during the pilot phase and the resulting EQIA, as well as within the remit of the Specialist Advisory Panel. Account will be taken of the Children and Young People’s Strategy.
Men and Women

7.8
At the time of the Williamson Review there were a total of four specialised organisations providing advice and information services specifically to women at a local level. Some of these organisations also provided generalist advice services and, in 2005, processed 4,910 enquiries from 1,029 clients per annum. There are no equivalent organisations providing specialist advice to men. 

7.9
Only two organisations, Falls and Windsor Women’s Centres, continue to provide specialist advice services to women in the Greater Belfast area. It is recognised that some of these services are of a particularly sensitive nature and women may therefore seek to access these services directly. During consultation, representatives of the women’s sector in Northern Ireland expressed interest in the establishment of a regional specialist advice organisation dealing with women’s issues and the Department will explore this option with the women’s sector.        
7.10
Many women will continue to access local services on the whole range of generalist advice issues. Women’s sector organisations will be invited to contribute to the work of the Specialist Advisory Panel to ensure that adequate training is provided and any access issues, e.g. child care, are identified and addressed. 
Persons with a Disability

7.11
This client group was identified within the consultation responses and by the Williamson Review as one which is particularly hard to reach. There are at least two regional and up to five local specialised organisations providing advice and information services to persons with a disability. In 2005, these organisations processed 20,348 enquiries from 14,187 clients in total. Whilst staff working within the proposed new generalist advice model will have the capacity and skills to deal with many of these enquiries, a range of concerns were expressed in response to the consultation exercise. To address these, there will be an increased focus on developing a mixed model of provision, which will offer a range of access points for this client group. Further consultation will be undertaken following the mapping exercise and pilot phase. 
7.12
In addition, the Department will continue to work with representative groups to explore how they can contribute to the work of the Specialist Advisory Panel. 
Race

7.13
There are a number of specialist advice providers dealing with clients from ethnic minority backgrounds and this group has been identified as one which is particularly hard to reach. In 2005, these providers dealt with 2,392 clients in total, mainly at a regional level. The Specialist Advisory Panel will ensure that the needs of this client group are represented and effectively addressed at a local level. More complex enquiries will continue to be referred to regional specialist providers. It is expected that this policy will have a positive impact in promoting a shared future for all by further reaching out and providing better advice service provision for this currently hard to reach group. 

Persons with Dependants 

7.14
There are up to five regional and local specialised organisations providing advice and information services to this client group. In 2005, these organisations dealt with 9,994 clients in total. Again, specialist organisations will be required to work with the Specialist Advisory Panel to ensure that the needs of its client group are properly addressed. 
Sexual Orientation

7.15
Data on the uptake of advice services on the basis of sexual orientation will be gathered as part of the mapping exercise outlined in the revised strategy. Representative groups will be invited to work with the Specialist Advisory Panel to ensure that the needs of this client group are fully represented.
Religious belief and Political opinion 

7.16
The voluntary advice sector is committed to provision of free, confidential and apolitical advice and information services and these are open to all irrespective of religious belief or political opinion. In addition, it is rare that people approach the voluntary advice sector specifically for advice and information on religious belief or political opinion issues. As a result, the sector does not record information on these categories. There is currently no qualitative or quantitative data available to suggest that there will be a differential impact in respect of individuals or groups within these categories. The Advice Strategy will ensure that services are accessible to all sections of the community and the Department will carefully consider the outcome of the mapping exercise to inform the future location of advice services. 

Marital Status

7.17
There is one regional specialist organisation which provides advice and information services to single parents in Northern Ireland. In 2005, this organisation dealt with 1,723 clients and 10,019 enquiries in total. It is expected that this organisation will continue to offer this service at a regional level and contribute to the work of the Specialist Advisory Panel to ensure that its client needs are properly met at a local level. The strategy will enhance the provision of local advice services to this category to support the existing regional provider and should benefit single parents in particular.
Summary

7.18
It is intended that the DSD Strategy for Supporting Delivery of Voluntary Advice Services to the Community will put in place an integrated structure for delivery of high quality advice, advocacy and information services which ensures that as many people as possible, including all Section 75 groups, have access to the full range of services. 
7.19 Further, up-to-date information is required on the number of clients and enquiries in respect of issues affecting the Section 75 groups. It is planned that this information will be obtained as part of the mapping exercise proposed in Section 8. 

7.20 The recommendations in the Strategy should improve equality of opportunity for people in the nine Section 75 groups, however, the Department will ensure that sufficient measures and safeguards are in place to monitor implementation and compliance.       

8.
Consideration of Measures
8.1
The proposed model for advice, advocacy and information services will address the differential impacts in the existing system. A range of measures are identified in the revised Strategy, to ensure that any adverse impacts on Section 75 groups are mitigated, and to put in place a holistic voluntary advice service which will be accessible to those most in need and, in particular, to Section 75 groups. These include the following:-
· A mapping exercise to match advice provision to community needs and identify the most appropriate locations for Area Hubs;

· Consultations with community organisations, councils and providers to ensure effective and strategic use of satellite and outreach provision and facilitate access to the greatest number of disadvantaged people; 

· Establishment of a Specialist Advisory Panel composed of senior representatives from regional voluntary organisations to advise on quality, training and access issues in relation to their client group; and

· Implementation of an effective IT-based case recording system across all providers to ensure comprehensive monitoring of advice services.  
8.2
The strategy will be reviewed following the mapping exercise and pilot phase, when further consultation comments will be invited and a further EQIA will be undertaken if necessary. 

ANNEX A

LIST OF ORGANISATIONS WHO SUBMITTED CONSULTATION RESPONSES

Advice NI
Age Concern

NICVA

Women’s Support Network

Help the Aged

Mencap

Children’s Law Centre

Youth Access

Chinese Welfare Association

Disability Action

Craigavon Borough Council

Falls Women’s Centre

Citizens Advice Belfast

Equality Commission for NI

Down Lisburn Health & Social Services Trust


















ANNEX B
SUMMARY OF EQIA ELEMENT OF CONSULTATION RESPONSES
	Summary of comments received
	Specific comments
	Government response

	1. Specialist providers servicing Section 75 groups should be treated more inclusively

Comments from

8 organisations
	It is Advice NI’s view that the strategy should take a more inclusive approach to the role of specialist providers in terms of their role in servicing people within Section 75 categories. [Advice NI]

The document states that the strategy will provide an opportunity for DSD and the councils to collaborate in implementing new structures for delivery of local advice services and to devise arrangements to measure impact on excluded groups. This is to be welcomed as long as collaboration involves the voluntary & community sector and “included groups” covers all nine section 75 categories. But it is disappointing that … these measurements are not already in place. [NICVA] 

NICVA would suggest there is some contradiction in arguing the need to target gaps in provision, particularly hard to reach groups, but at same time reducing their capacity. The Williamson review identified ethnic minorities, people with disabilities, older people and carers as in particular need, but the strategy envisages concentrating on specialist services at regional level which will undermine existing specialist services provided by many older age and disability organisations at the local level. [NICVA]

The unique CWA advice service for the Chinese community may become marginalised. We are concerned that our advice service may not be regarded as a generalist advice provider because we provide specialist advice in immigration and particular issues for a targeted community of interest. [Chinese Welfare Association]

The area hubs model may have an adverse effect on minority ethnic groups who cannot access mainstream services if specialist projects such as ours are abolished in favour of area hubs for generalist advice. These centres will not be capable of meeting the specific needs such as interpreting, of the Chinese community which will then be disadvantaged in accessing information and advice. Moreover, people from minority ethnic communities tend to prefer to seek advice from a centre which understand their needs and share the same cultural values. [Chinese Welfare Association]

The strategy does not recognise the targeted services provided by specialist providers whose services are aimed at particular vulnerable, disadvantaged social groups. … the situation could arise that Area Hubs are funded to the detriment of specialist advice providers. It is widely acknowledged that people with disabilities face barriers accessing services and prefer to utilize voluntary, community based organisations with a specialised knowledge. Disability Action feels that it is imperative that people with disabilities are involved in the decision making process on how to improve the services they avail of. [Disability Action]

Council would be concerned that the strategy should not impact adversely upon the most needy in our society. If specialist advice is available only at a regional level, this would impact upon a number of Section 75 groups. Is provision being made for these groups to easily access advice from regional agencies? [Craigavon Borough Council]

Placing specialised advice services for women at a regional level does not take seriously the sensitivities associated with the needs of women seeking advice. [Falls Women’s Centre]

We believe safeguards should be put in place to ensure that the strategy allows for as many Section 75 groups to benefit as possible, and at the very least suffer no detriment. [Citizens’ Advice Belfast]

It is important that the loss of some specialist advice services at a local level does not adversely impact on the Section 75 categories. Whilst the aim of the new strategy is to ensure that local generalist providers are properly equipped and trained to deal with queries and, if necessary, to refer them regional specialist providers, it is important that DSD ensures that staff at the local advice service providers are properly trained to do this. The consultation document does not provide sufficient evidence regarding how this will be ensured. [Equality Commission for NI]


	Paragraph 2.3.2 of the revised strategy recognises the continued need for specialised regional provision for Section 75 groups and notes that appropriate referral, training and quality mechanisms must be in place to ensure that specialist organisations have assurance that their client groups have appropriate access to services through local providers.
The establishment of a specialist advisory panel under the auspices of the Advice Services Alliance will be an important development in bringing together these groups to work with government and generalist providers to ensure there is sufficient capacity and awareness at a local level to deal with all client groups and that appropriate referral mechanisms are in place for particularly complex cases.

DSD will pilot the new structures. As we complete the mapping exercise identified in the revised strategy and throughout the pilot phase we will take every opportunity to consult with all relevant stakeholders including those representing Section 75 groups. 

We will complete a comprehensive evaluation of the pilot phase and if appropriate conduct a further EQIA on the proposals at that point.

User / customer evaluation will also be included in the pilot phase evaluation.

	2. Further work required to clarify proposals and mitigate any differential impact

Comments from 5 organisations
	The measures outlined to mitigate against differential impact require further thought – the lack of detail [on the satellite and outreach provision] in particular concerning resources does not instil confidence. [Advice NI]

5.2 - It is not clear what the structure actually is and how it would offer front line services to the socially excluded? [Age Concern NI]

5.3 - How are relationships to be developed, and over what period? What is the anticipated structure for this?  What funding will be allocated? How will success of this element be evaluated? [Age Concern NI]

5.7 - What is the definition of “proper access”? Again there is missing information on when, how, what, funding required and the structure for delivery? [Age Concern NI]

Section 6 - Mitigating Factors – What are these and how will they resolve the equality issues? [Age Concern NI]

Without detailed analysis of potential differential impact on the equality groups, the document has not found it possible to offer any real mitigation or alternatives. Instead, it offers a mapping exercise …, further consultations … [NICVA]

The EQIA notes that some groups (including ethnic minorities, people with disabilities and older people) have difficulty accessing voluntary advice services as they currently exist, and that these access issues will be addressed by targeting these hard to reach groups. The EQIA, however, does not provide much information on what form this targeting will take. More information could be provided in this regard. [Equality Commission for NI]

If the proposed arrangements as outlined within the strategy are stringently adhered to, this should ensure that there is minimal potential for adverse impact on any of the Section 75 groups. The ongoing consultation with communities, Councils and representative providers / agencies needs to maintain a focus on any potential impact as the service is developed. [Down Lisburn Health Social Services Trust]
	The proposals are clarified in the revised strategy, which aims to improve the services available to ‘hard to reach’ groups.
At paragraph 2.5.2 of the revised strategy, there is a commitment to further consultation when the mapping exercise is complete to identify any differential impact and the most effective means of mitigating it. 

	3. Section 75 – people with disabilities
Comments from 5 organisations
	We note with concern that there is a potential differential impact on individuals and groups in the following categories:

Persons with a disability [Advice NI]

The strategy will have an adverse impact on people with a learning disability and their carers by failing to take account of their distinct needs and circumstances; by failing to address the inequalities they experience and by failing to acknowledge the ways in which structures put in place to plan and deliver public services create barriers which hinder their participation in the life and opportunities available in their local area. [Mencap]

We believe that this strategy fails to comply with the duty to promote equality of opportunity for people with a learning disability and their families. [Mencap]

We urge the Department to reflect the needs of everyone who lives in NI, including people with a learning disability and their carers within the strategy. We believe that the strategy should acknowledge that people with a learning disability and their carers may also need additional assistance and that this additional assistance should be delivered as locally as possible, by specialist agencies where this is the choice of the individual enquirer. [Mencap]

2.2 We are extremely disappointed that the Department believes it is promoting equality of opportunity by penalising an already excluded and disadvantaged group of people with very particular needs because of their small population size. [Mencap]

Details of a textphone number and alternative formats were not provided in the cover letter or the strategy – this disadvantages people with sensory and intellectual disabilities. [Disability Action]

References throughout the strategy to disability are automatically linked to Health. This re-enforces the negative Medical Model of Disability rather than a positive Social Model and also limits the writers thinking in terms of a full assessment of the advice and information needs of disabled people and their families. [Disability Action]

The strategy must recognise the need for additional assistance and outreach services for people with disabilities and their families. This service must be delivered as close as possible to where people live. [Disability Action]

In terms of disadvantaged groups we would suggest that in the areas of mental health and physical disability some co-ordination with the HSS Trusts could assist in mapping their needs. [Citizens’ Advice Belfast]

There is no reference to any specific action being taken to consult with people with learning disabilities, as recommended in the guiding principles on consultation. [Equality Commission for NI]


	The Government Advice and Information Group, proposed in the revised strategy, will ensure a link with key health services. A mixed model of provision, including outreach services, is a key element of the revised strategy.
In addition, a Specialist Advisory Panel will be established by September 2007, made up of senior representatives from regional voluntary organisations to advise on quality, training and access issues in relation to their client groups.

This Advisory Panel will report to DSD twice a year on the implementation of the strategy, and the reports will be considered by the Government Advice and Information Group.

Primary Generalist Hubs will be required, under the revised strategy, to meet the highest standards of disabled access and at least one advisor will have a good level of knowledge in relation to disability issues.

With regard to the availability of textphone services and alternative formats for DSD’s consultation on the strategy, this information appeared in the EQIA for the strategy and will continue to appear on our published documentation.

	4. Section 75 – gender
Comments from 4 organisations
	We note with concern that there is a potential differential impact on individuals and groups in the following categories:

Men and Women [Advice NI]

The strategy acknowledges that local women’s centres will be disadvantaged as a result of implementation of this strategy, some of which provide advice of a particularly sensitive nature. There is no acknowledgement of the vital role many local groups play in community development and service delivery. [NICVA]

The requirements and needs of women are different to those of other Section 75 groups. Women who seek specialist advice only do so because their problems can be of an extremely sensitive nature.  … Advice is sought on issues such as domestic violence, rape, sexual violence and abuse, trauma and health and well-being issues that are particular to women. It is common practice for other organisations e.g. advice centres … to refer women who are experiencing such problems to the advice units in either Falls or Windsor. … [Women’s Support Network]

There is no regional organisation providing specialist advice to women in Northern Ireland. The advice services provided to lone parents, minority ethnic groups, and elderly people by voluntary organisations at a regional level are not mirrored in the women’s sector. … it is crucial that services [to women] are provided locally and in the areas where there is greatest need. … [Women’s Support Network]

There is a need to ensure that high quality standards are embedded in the provision of advice services across NI and WSN believe that this must be an integral aspect of the strategy. [Women’s Support Network]

Women are recognised as the 3rd largest specialist advice provider but their specific information needs are not referred to, facilitated or acknowledged throughout the strategy. [Falls Women’s Centre]

The strategy does not acknowledge the diverse nature of specialised advice provision for meeting the needs of women in terms of the complexities of advice sought regarding, for example, trauma, sexualised violence, domestic violence, adult survivors of child sexual abuse, mental health issues and self-harm. [Falls Women’s Centre]

Falls Women’s Centre would query the research that led to the development of the strategy and EQIA, … given the offered quantitative data for specialist advice provision for women. We believe this misrepresents the actual increased number of clients seeking advice and the number of enquiries. [Falls Women’s Centre]

The strategy states – but does not identify – four specialised organisations providing advice and information for women. Within Greater Belfast both Falls Women’s Centre and Windsor Women’s Centre offer this service. Cuts in funding resulted in the closure of provision within the Shankill Women’s Group and the Poleglass area. Falls Women’s Centre has facilitated clients from these areas and further afield. [Falls Women’s Centre]

With reference to women being excluded from strategies and policy-making in general, our main target group as well as being women, are mainly people from deprived, disadvantaged social groups. [Falls Women’s Centre]

The Department should:

· outline the structure if any for both local and regional specialised advice provision

· clarify communication structures, systems and procedures which are intended to link the area hubs, outreach and satellite model for provision with specific reference to meeting the needs of women

· outline the Department’s position on established partnerships, referral systems, networks and forum which currently facilitate the needs of women and how the proposed model to create new partnerships etc will build on or link existing structures

· ensure the independence of the sector as a whole – given the strategy makes no mention of the importance of having an independent advice sector [Falls Women’s Centre]

The Department must address our concerns, without doing so, the proposed strategy will have detrimental impact on women seeking advice. [Falls Women’s Centre]


	The comments made have been addressed in the main body of the EQIA and in the revised strategy. The Department will explore this further with women’s sector organisations. These organisations will be invited to contribute to the work of the Specialist Advisory Panel and to ensure that adequate training is provided.
The EQIA has been amended to reflect the historic data and current position.

	5. Section 75 – age – children and young people

Comments from 3 organisations
	At 3.5 the document states ‘The overriding vision behind the strategy is that everyone, particularly the most disadvantaged in society, has access to the right information and the ability to benefit from it.’ Some of the most vulnerable, namely disadvantaged children and young people, are omitted from the age category. [NICVA]

DSD’s draft EQIA contains no reference to or consideration of children and young people … This is contrary to Section 75 … We … strongly advise DSD to ensure that the rights and needs of children and young people in respect of access to advice services are properly and fully considered and upheld.  [Children’s Law Centre]

We would be grateful if you would provide us with:

· details of how you have or intend to consult directly with children and young people as one of the groups who will be impacted upon by the implementation of this strategy;

· copies of your child-accessible format of the strategy;

· details of the system you intend to use to analyse responses to the consultation exercise, including the weighting which will be given to individual and organisational responses

details of a revised timetable re: consultation and decision-making given the need for a revised EQIA [Children’s Law Centre]

[Youth Access submitted a UK-wide research report on young people and advice services, published in 2002, i.e. it does not comment specifically on DSD’s draft strategy and EQIA.] [Youth Access]

The Department would need to consider international obligations, such as Article 12 of the UN Convention of the Rights of the Child, which requires meaning consultation with children. [Equality Commission for NI]

There is no reference to any specific action being taken to consult with young people as recommended in the guiding principles on consultation. [Equality Commission for NI]

No mention of children and young people and their ability to access voluntary advice services in the EQIA. The EQIA notes that there may be a gap in provision of advice services to older people and that they should be targeted to improve access. However, no statistics or information relating to children and young people accessing the advice services are provided. [Equality Commission for NI]


	The Department will ensure that the needs of all Section 75 groups, including children and young people, are considered in future consultations on the advice strategy. These groups will be offered the opportunity for further comment during the pilot phase and subsequent EQIA.
The Primary Generalist Hubs will provide a comprehensive range of services to all client groups. As noted in Annex 4 of the revised strategy, the hubs will offer first line support to those who have specific needs and will refer them to specialist agencies where dedicated specialist advice is needed.

The implementation of the revised advice strategy will take full account of the Children and Young People’s Strategy and other relevant commitments, including the Department’s obligations under the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child.

	6. Section 75 - race
Comments from 3 organisations
	We note with concern that there is a potential differential impact on individuals and groups in the following categories:

Race [Advice NI]

The proposed model does not work for the Chinese community, which is spread widely throughout the province and is not a community confined to one particular area. [Chinese Welfare Association]

Some additional consideration should be given to the needs of travellers, ethnic minorities, asylum seekers and migrant workers. [Citizens’ Advice Belfast]


	A Specialist Advisory Panel will be established by September 2007, made up of senior representatives from regional voluntary organisations to advise on quality, training and access issues in relation to their client groups.
The implementation of the revised advice strategy will take full account of the Racial Equality Strategy and Government’s commitment to a shared future for all.

	7. Section 75 – age – older people
Comments from 3 organisations
	We note with concern that there is a potential differential impact on individuals and groups in the following categories:

Age [Advice NI]

What percentage of funding is currently used in addressing the advice needs of older people and is this in proportion to the growing percentage of 50+ requiring it? To what degree, for example, are the advice needs of older men being serviced by the current systems and funding structures? [Age Concern NI]

3.6 How will the proposed hubs and spokes structure identify and address inequalities in the provision of advice and information for older people? [Age Concern NI]

4.5 – In 4.3, older people and carers were identified as suffering from ‘gaps in provision’. There needs to be some further clarification of the table – which groups of older people are identified and which are not, and where do the multi-identity groups sit in this? [Age Concern NI]

There is little information incorporated about specialist advice services such as those dealing with older people. … it is difficult to ascertain how the strategy will meet the recommendations of the Williamson review and reach ‘hard to reach’ groups. We are aware that older people will access advice and information through different means, which needs to be addressed within the document.  The focus on the development of technology and e-based services has the potential to leave some of our most vulnerable and marginalised older people behind. Through our ICT programme, which supports older people to learn basic computer skills, we are aware that certain sections of older people are not computer literate. In fact those on low incomes do not have the resources to invest in a personal computer. Whilst we are aware that computers can be publicly accessed through venues such as libraries, our experience tells us that those older people who do not have access to specialist training or to a home-based PC often do not have the skills or opportunities to access e-based services. These very often are the people who are not accessing the benefits to which they are entitled. [Help the Aged NI]
	Issues impacting on older people will be addressed as identified above for other Section 75 groups, e.g. representation on the Specialist Advisory Panel and a focus in the revised strategy on a mixed model of provision that will offer a range of access points for all client groups and that proposes substantial improvements in quality for all client groups. 
For example, the specification for primary generalist hubs (as detailed in Annex 4 of the revised strategy) notes that each advisor will be responsible for one or more specialist areas, including disability, … the needs of ethnic minorities, older people, lone parents and children. Advisors will not necessarily be experts in these areas but will have sufficient understanding to recognise the particular needs of the client group and to understand how and when to refer clients to regional voluntary bodies.

The implementation of the revised advice strategy will take full account of the Older People’s Strategy and Action Plan.



	8. Rural proofing

Comments from 3 organisations
	Has there been a rural proofing of the policy? [Age Concern NI]

There needs to be recognition of the rural dimension and the disparity in life chances between different parts of Belfast and between the east and west of Northern Ireland. [NICVA]

Strategy needs to be rural-proofed to ensure access to all. [Craigavon Borough Council]
	We will complete a comprehensive evaluation of the pilot phase and if appropriate conduct a further EQIA. At this stage we will also conduct a full rural proofing exercise on the proposals in the strategy.

	9. Concerns re: the consultation process in general

Comments from 3 organisations
	Consultation – which age organisations has this strategy been sent to for comment – are these representative? [Age Concern NI]

Consideration needs to be given to appropriate methods to engage with hard to reach groups, including children and young people. ECNI advises: ‘It is important to consult where people are – rather than expect consultees to travel to the public authority; for example, older people. Consultation will take many different forms … [NICVA]

There is no reference to the consideration of other methods of consultation, such as face-to-face meeting or focus groups, to ensure full engagement in the consultation process. [Equality Commission for NI]
	Various means of consultation have been employed with a wide range of client groups, e.g.:

- consultation with various stakeholders;

- other regular meetings (e.g. Community Support Officer quarterly network meetings);

- specific workshops organised across a range of geographical locations;

-  facilitated meetings by the consultant working on the draft strategy; and

- the public consultation.

	10. Section 75 – religious belief and political opinion 

Comments from 3 organisations
	Potential for differential impact regarding Persons of different religious beliefs and political opinion (given the move towards a hub model – seeing advice services centralised and therefore less targeted towards the needs of geographical area/particular communities of interest.) [Advice NI]

The Equality Commission has repeatedly argued that lack of data on religion and political opinion should never be used as an excuse for the absence of assessment of differential impact. … [NICVA]

The religious belief or political opinion categories are not represented on the Specialist Advisory Panel. Should these categories also be represented on the Specialist Advisory Panel? [Equality Commission for NI]


	The strategy reflects DSD’s commitment to the A Shared Future strategy. Paragraphs 2.4.3 and 2.4.4 note that decisions regarding location of advice services will be made on the basis of up to date research on provision mapped against population levels, deprivation data and accessibility.

	11. Section 75 – sexual orientation

Comments from 2 organisations
	The Equality Commission has repeatedly argued that lack of data on sexual orientation should never be used as an excuse for the absence of assessment of differential impact. … [NICVA]

No information relating to people of different sexual orientation’s use of advice services is provided. The EQIA notes that there is no data or research available relating to the uptake of advice services by sexual orientation, but states that representative groups were consulted during the Williamson review. The report, however, does not outline any information obtained from this consultation. The consultation document should summarise the information gathered from these discussions, in the absence of reliable data. [Equality Commission for NI]

The Specialist Advisory Panel that is proposed does not include representatives from organisations representing children and young people or people of different sexual orientation. It is important that the Specialist Advisory Panel includes representatives from these categories. [Equality Commission for NI]
	This information will be gathered as part of the mapping exercise.
A Specialist Advisory Panel will be established by September 2007, made up of senior representatives from regional voluntary organisations to advise on quality, training and access issues in relation to their client groups. This will include representatives of Section 75 client groups, including those of different sexual orientation.



	12. Multiple identities are not considered 

Comments from 2 organisations
	2.1 - EQIA does not consider added disadvantages of those with multiple identities (e.g. blind Chinese older person) nor does it provide any clear evidence of ways their specific needs will be addressed [Age Concern NI]

We have concerns about the lack of aggregated data on race to enable an analysis of the impact on migrant workers and groups such as travellers … Nor is there evidence of multiple identities being considered, e.g. NICVA’s policy manifesto points out ‘Over 55 per cent of travellers are children: the challenge of that minority’s social inclusion is primarily a children’s issue.’ [NICVA]


	The Primary Generalist Hubs will provide a comprehensive range of services to all client groups. As noted in Annex 4 of the revised strategy, the hubs will offer first line support to those who have specific needs and will refer them to specialist agencies where dedicated specialist advice is needed.
Each advisor will be responsible for one or more specialist areas, including disability, … the needs of ethnic minorities, older people, lone parents and children. Advisors will not necessarily be experts in these areas but will have sufficient understanding to recognise the particular needs of the client group and to understand how and when to refer clients to regional voluntary bodies.

	13. Transport issues

Comments from 2 organisations
	Aspirations of ‘easier and faster access to general advice’ is based upon … advice locations based upon main transport routes. People with disabilities face barriers in accessing transport and these issues need to be addressed to ensure inclusivity. [Disability Action]

In most disadvantaged areas, people will not necessarily have access to their own transport [and therefore] hubs / satellite links will need to be situated in easily accessible locations. [Craigavon Borough Council]


	These issues will be addressed and reviewed following the mapping exercise. In the revised strategy at paragraph 2.4.5, DSD makes a commitment to analyse the geographical spread of services and, taking account of issues of accessibility, deprivation and population size, make recommendations on the preferred location of Area Hubs and other linked provision within each of the proposed new Super Council areas. 

The revised strategy focuses on a mixed model of delivery, including for example outreach and telephone services, and the use of other technology.

	14. Section 75 – people with dependents

Comments from 2 organisations
	Notes with concern that there is a potential differential impact on individuals and groups in the following categories:

Persons with dependents [Advice NI]

[See also comments from Mencap re: people with disabilities]
	A Specialist Advisory Panel will be established by September 2007, made up of senior representatives from regional voluntary organisations, including those representing carers,  to advise on quality, training and access issues in relation to their client groups.



	15. Concerns re: the Specialist Advisory Panel

Comments from 1 organisation
	Specialist advisory group – This group should have a role where it can make recommendations requiring implementation, rather than providing solely an advisory function. [Age Concern NI]


	The revised strategy notes at paragraph 2.5.7 that the Advisory Panel will be required to report to DSD twice a year on the implementation of the strategy.

	16. Query re: the current funding situation

Comments from 1 organisation
	3.1 - No breakdown of how VCU funding provision supports the role of generalists and specialists at present, specifically the Section 75 groups [Age Concern NI]


	Current funding is provided by a range of Departments and Councils, not solely by VCU. The strategy aims to address the current provision for Section 75 groups and to make service provision to these groups more effective.

	17. Cross-cutting strategies should be considered

Comments from 1 organisation
	We suggest the need for consideration of additional resources and for connections to be made with Neighbourhood Renewal and other strategies including the anti-poverty, children and young people, race and gender strategies. [NICVA]


	Cross-cutting strategies have been considered in the revised strategy and a commitment has been made (at paragraph 2.5.3) that DSD will be particularly concerned to ensure effective delivery of advice services in neighbourhood renewal areas. Links will be made with key policy areas as appropriate.

	18. Partnership model

Comments from 1 organisation
	We would recommend that the strategy should factor in the proposed partnership model envisaged in community planning as a result of the RPA. [NICVA]


	The model proposed is flexible to take account of RPA implementation and changes in the plans for RPA. The model sets out clear roles for central and local government in partnership with the sector.

	19. Evidence for proposed model

Comments from 1 organisation
	3.6 - What is the prototype for the proposed hubs and spokes structure – is this an innovation or adaptation of something that has been proven to deliver in the context of advice? [Age Concern NI]


	The model evolved as a result of independent consultancy support provided to develop the strategy, and discussions between the Department and stakeholders in the advice sector. It was selected from a range of options as the most appropriate option. Delivery will be tested in the pilot phase.

	20. Integrated equality impact assessment may be required

Comments from 1 organisation
	4.4 - Should DSD consider an integrated equality impact assessment as there are a number of public bodies concerned? [Age Concern NI]


	This will be considered on completion of the pilot phase. 

	21. Query re: mapping exercise

Comments from 1 organisation
	2.5.2 – Who will carry out the mapping exercise – when will this happen, how will it be funded?  How will the evidence from this be used to inform and improve the strategy? [Age Concern NI]


	The scope of the mapping exercise is detailed in the revised strategy at paragraph 1.4.5. The mapping exercise is a joint assignment with the Northern Ireland Legal Services Commission and the terms of reference are specified in the revised strategy.

	22. Telephone and email advice

Comments from 1 organisation
	The provision of advice over the telephone and by email should also be available in order to increase accessibility. [Craigavon Borough Council]


	This is reflected in the revised strategy at Annex 5, which details how outreach and satellite provision will be made available.

	23. Quality assurance measures required

Comments from 1 organisation
	The Department should put in place quality assurance measures to ensure that access to voluntary advice services under the new system does not deteriorate, particularly in relation to the hard to reach categories (e.g. ethnic minorities, older people, etc). [Equality Commission for NI]


	This is reflected in the revised strategy. DSD has put in place a specific role for the Advice Services Alliance (see paragraph 2.5.7). ASA will ensure that consistent quality standards are established and maintained within membership organisations. 
In addition, DSD will monitor access to advice as part of the evaluation of the pilot phase.

Annex 6, paragraph 4.4 of the revised strategy notes that by March 2009, it is envisaged that only contracted advice providers who meet agreed quality standards will receive public funding.

	24. Further information is required

Comments from 1 organisation
	Major reservation regarding the overall lack of information about the 9 Section 75 groups, despite the designation of local councils as public authorities and the role of DSD as lead agency in decisions about voluntary advice services and their funding. …The document acknowledges at 4.4. that ‘any potential for differential impact in local implementation can only be determined by district councils’. The implication is that VCU is responsible for determining any differential impact at regional level. [NICVA]

Summary – The document needs to be revisited in light of the need for further consultation and collection and analysis of data, on all the Section 75 categories. [NICVA]
	In all funding relationships and partnerships that DSD enters into, the equal treatment of Section 75 groups is a key priority. Ongoing monitoring provided by councils enables DSD to ensure that the conditions of grant – which include equality of opportunity and treatment – are maintained.

We fully acknowledge the Department’s duties under Section 75 and provision has been made in the strategy for the gathering of further information, e.g. the mapping exercise, pilot phase, and the roles of the Specialist Advisory Panel and the Government Advice and Information Group.
Following the completion of the mapping exercise, there will be further stakeholder consultation. On completion of the pilot phase of the model there will be an evaluation of the pilot and, if necessary, a further EQIA.
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