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1. Introduction
The Policy and Partnerships division commissioned services from voluntary community organisations and the public and private sectors to enable the division to deliver its priority outcomes during 2009-12 within the framework of the Council’s vision of a distinctive place, with vibrant sustainable communities, where everyone fulfils their potential; and the Local Area Agreement (LAA) outcomes for the safer and stronger communities and climate change themes.
This report considers the ways that equality and diversity issues were considered during the commissioning process.
2. Background

Prior to the current commissioning, there was no consistent Equal Opportunities monitoring of projects, and therefore no way of determining if the organisations delivering the projects were also delivering our equalities priorities. It was considered that funding was not sufficiently based on concrete data derived from systematic monitoring.
It was therefore decided by Policy and Partnerships’ senior managers that equality issues should be much more integral to the process for the Commissioning Strategy 2009-12.   

Invitations to the launch meeting in June 2008 were sent to every organisation in B&NES in the public, private and third sectors, totalling over one thousand in all. Organisations represented at the meeting included the Centre for the Deaf, Challenge Africa and the Horse World Trust!
At this half-day meeting, a presentation was given by the Divisional Director of Policy and Partnerships outlining the division’s priorities and desired outcomes. Included in this presentation was an equal opportunities commitment (see Appendix 1).
An evaluation of the day by the attendees was undertaken and no equality issues were raised.
3. Assessment of impact on equality groups
It was intended that all 6 equality strands (discussed below) should be satisfactorily recognised in the commissioning process: organisations were asked to demonstrate the way they would cover these strands in their proposed service.
The forms sent to bidders were designed to take account of disability, age, etc.

Gender. It was recognised at the outset of the commissioning process that domestic violence was one of the priority areas to address, and it was anticipated that funding would be made available for this area of work.
The commissioning process itself was considered equally accessible to members of the male, female and transgendered communities, and therefore no specific action was taken to address any inequalities in this respect. 
Disability. When arranging venues for organisations to make presentations in support of their bids, the Project Officer ensured that the premises were compliant with the Disability Discrimination Acts. Organisations were also asked whether any of the presenters had any access issues:

· one person asked for the venue to be on the ground floor, with no step access; 
· another requested wheelchair access; 
· a third asked for the room in which the presentation was made to be near washroom facilities. 
All these requests were accommodated.
Bidders were also offered the opportunity to submit any queries concerning the application form and process either by email or phone (see also the section on Race below). 
Age. An older person was in frequent contact by phone concerning the financial information required in the Invitation To Tender (ITT), and assistance was provided at all times. It was not known (and neither was it relevant) whether the difficulty was because of age or of lack of knowledge of financial matters.
It was the Project Officer’s opinion that the form used to request financial information from bidders was not readily understandable by a lay person, and could have been made much simpler (see section 5 below).
It was felt that the rest of the commissioning process did not discriminate against older or younger age groups.
Race. Allowances were made in the process for different cultural needs and behaviour:
· the schedule for presentations was adjusted to take into account an overseas visit to a sick relative;
· on the advice of the Interim Equality Team Leader, the scoring system was amended to remove an assessment of bidders’ enthusiasm for their project, on the grounds that some cultures may express enthusiasm differently from the way the assessors would expect;  
· although bidders had been instructed that they could only send one delegate per project to the presentation, an organisation was allowed to send an extra delegate to assist the presenter, as his first language was not English;
· face-to-face assistance was offered to an organisation which was having difficulty completing the request for financial information; it was felt that this was more effective than trying to resolve the matter over phone.
Sexual orientation. It was felt that there was nothing in the commissioning process which would favour or discriminate against lesbians, gay men, bisexuals or heterosexual people. 
Religion/belief. It was felt that there was nothing in the commissioning process which would favour or discriminate against people of any, or no, religion or belief.
Care was taken to ensure that meetings with bidders were arranged so that none occurred during major religious festivals.  

The interview schedule was made flexible enough to accommodate anyone unable to attend a presentation due to the observance of a religious festival. However, no such issue arose during the course of the commissioning process. 
Assessment panel. The panel responsible for assessing the bids received for the different priority areas (Equalities, Safer Communities, Stronger Communities and Sustainability) was composed of the specialists in those areas. Also present, but not a part of the panel, was an independent consultant, who was there to ensure that the whole process was completely fair and transparent. No issues of unfairness were raised by the independent consultant either during or after the commissioning process. 
All pre-set questions used in the interviews by the assessment panel had been approved by the Interim Equality Team Leader (see section on Race above).

An independent external facilitator was engaged to ensure that the final selection of service suppliers was undertaken objectively, fairly and transparently.

Negotiation training by an external consultant was given to the specialists to ensure that their dealings with preferred suppliers was objective and fair.
4. Monitoring arrangements
The requirement for each commissioned organisation to have, and to adhere to, an Equal Opportunities policy, has been incorporated into the contract documentation (see Appendix 2). This applies whether the organisation is delivering an equalities service or another type of service.
In each case, the Link Officer will be responsible for ensuring that the organisation is adhering to its stated Equal Opportunities policy. The Equality team will provide the appropriate training to those specialists from the other priority areas so that they can effectively monitor equality and diversity in the projects for which they are the Link Officers.
Equality and diversity monitoring will also be incorporated into Schedule B (Monitoring and Reporting) of each organisation’s service delivery contract. 
5. Actions arising from the Equality Impact Assessment
· Ongoing equality monitoring to be put in place for contract delivery, with training for Link Officers (see 4. above). Likewise, Equality Officers will receive training in Sustainability in order to monitor that aspect effectively. Any concerns arising from a Link Officer’s equality monitoring are to be reported back to one of the Equality team.
· In future, forms to be completed by bidders (ITT, etc) will be checked by the Equality team to make sure they are easily comprehensible, especially when financial information is required.
· Additional assistance will be pro-actively offered to those applicants who may face difficulties, e.g. disabled people,  or those whose first language is not English. A variety of contact methods will be offered: phone, email or, where possible, face-to-face meeting. Documentation will also be offered in alternative formats, e.g. larger type.

· In future commissioning, it will be specified in the ITT that evaluation of bids will be made on the basis of stated priorities, and gaps in service provision.
· Future commissioning processes will be implemented only after advice has been sought from the Equality team.
· We will also use the services of an independent consultant (as we did on this occasion) to ensure that the bid evaluation process is fair, objective, transparent and consistent.

· As before, an independent external facilitator will be engaged to assist the final decision-making process.

· Negotiation skills training will once again be offered to those conducting preferred supplier negotiations. This will include targetted equality and diversity training to ensure that all bidders are treated fairly during the negotiations.
Appendix 1 – Extract from the presentation given by the Policy & Partnerships’ Divisional Director at the Commissioning Strategy 2009-12 launch meeting on 11th June 2008

Our Equalities Commitment

· The Council is committed to equality of opportunity for the whole community and to ensuring that no service user, job applicant or employee of the Council is treated inequitably or in an unlawful or unjustifiably discriminatory manner.

· Commissioned services will be required to support and challenge the Council to meet its legal duties to promote equality on grounds of  race, gender, disability, sexual orientation, age and religion/belief.  

Appendix 2 – Extract from B&NES Council’s contract with suppliers of commissioned services.
2.3
Equalities
The Supplier shall not unlawfully discriminate within the meaning and scope of the provisions of: the Race Relations Act 1976, the Sex Discrimination Act 1975, the Disability Discrimination Act 1995, the Employment Equality (Sexual Orientation) Regulations 2003, the Employment Equality (Religion/Belief) Regulations 2003; the Employment Equality (Age) Regulations 2006, the Equality Act 2006  and any statutory modification or re-enactment of those acts relating to discrimination in employment or in delivery of the Service.

The Supplier shall take all reasonable steps to ensure that all servants, employees or agents of the Supplier and all sub-contractors employed in the performance of the Service do not unlawfully discriminate as set out in this clause.

The Supplier shall promote equal opportunities in all activities covered by this Agreement and shall have a written equal opportunities policy statement, which shall be available on request to the Link Officer, and shall be reviewed annually and updated in line with any new legislation. 

The Supplier shall put into effect any provision which it may agree with the Council relating to equal opportunities and comply with all statutory duties and legislation relating to equal opportunities.

The Supplier shall provide such information as the Council may reasonably request for the purpose of assessing the Supplier’s compliance with this clause.
