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Jonathan Rees 

Director General,

Government Equalities Office

9th Floor,Eland House,

Bressenden Place,

London  SW1E 5DU.

 15th September 2010.

Re: Equality Strategy and Spending, response to your open letter.
Dear Mr Rees, 

Law Centres are independent, not-for-profit legal practices providing expert legal advice and representation to disadvantaged people. 

Law Centres employ solicitors and caseworkers who specialise in discrimination law. This means we can identify discrimination quickly and tackle it effectively and efficiently without the need to refer clients on to other services.  It means that Law Centres provide a seamless service to the public.  

In the last year, Law Centres handled over 5,000 discrimination cases, with the support of the EHRC’s legal grants programme,  including the high profile David Allen v Royal Bank of Scotland case which won at the Court of Appeal . 

Royal Bank of Scotland is instructed to improve accessibility , Sheffield Law Centre

Sheffield Law Centre represented David Allen, a  17-year-old disabled young person about inadequate accessibility at his bank branch under the Disability Discrimination Act 1995. The case went to appeal with RBS ordered to compensate the teenager for disability discrimination due to their refusal to make reasonable adjustment for David. The case also set a precedent by requiring building work to improve accessibility as a 'reasonable adjustment' under the DDA.

Our suggestions below in response to the four areas in your letter are based on over 40 years of experience working with the poorest and most vulnerable in communities across the UK.

1. Priorities for action by the GEO

The recession is hitting our clients hard. Government cuts are likely to worsen this. Already, the Employment Tribunals Service has recorded an increase from 10,800 to 19,000 in the number of cases related to unfair dismissal  over the past year. ACAS has recorded a 13% increase in enquiries for conciliation services.  

Law Centres have experienced a 30% increase in clients assisted with employment and discrimination cases. We help more than 100,000 people every year. 

To help build a fairer society, we believe that:

· employers need to be supported to implement their redundancy policies fairly;

· priority support needs to be given to quality specialist legal services, ensuring providers have established relationships of trust within their communities over time. This also saves money. For every £1 invested in Law Centres. £10 is saved for the public purse
;

· training is supplied to local authorities regarding public sector equality duty
.

Keeping jobs, Tower Hamlets

Tower Hamlets Law Centre helped a man get his job back after he was fired for making a minor mistake. The man worked for a large retail chain. He’d been in his job for eight years. One day, he was accused of making a mistake on the till which cost his employer a very small amount of money.  

His employer treated this as an issue of gross misconduct and, following an investigation and a disciplinary meeting, dismissed him without notice.

The man felt he had been treated unfairly and went to Tower Hamlets Law Centre hoping for help to get his job back. The Law Centre advised him of his right to claim unfair dismissal and wrongful dismissal and agreed to represent him. As a result, the man was reinstated in his job and compensated for lost earnings. He’s now back at work and getting on with his life. 

2. Contributing to Future Cost effectiveness

As the custodian of equality and human rights issues, the EHRC needs to safeguard access to equality and justice within the UK.  Its frontline partners are the means by which the EHRC rolls out its commitments to its main stakeholders- the public. Maintaining these services is critical to equitability at a time when employers across all sectors are making cuts and redundancies. 

The recent developments within the EHRC have had a profound impact on frontline agencies who deliver services to members of the public on behalf of the Commission.  The EHRC is implementing changes to its internal systems and procedures following the National Audit Office report.  The EHRC needs to be supported in fairly administering contracts with partners, and its duties and powers should be maintained. In our view the role of the regional EHRC offices needs to be better defined.

We believe that public legal education needs to be extended. From our daily work, it is clear that people need information about their rights as regards fairness at work, in education and in their communities. Law Centres are calling on the new Government to undertake an awareness-raising campaign regarding the new Equality Act and the Child Poverty Act. 

3. How best to ensure appropriate provision of advice and support for individuals on equality issues

Frontline agencies embedded in communities are best place to provide this. We and many other agencies report positive outcomes for people who otherwise would have remained on the periphery, unaware of their rights to fair treatment and unfairly dismissed. While outcomes have been high-profile and contribute more directly to a climate of fairness in the UK, others are less high profile, but by their persistence and volume, contribute over time.  The EHRC programme has been pivotal. We would like to see the EHRC legal grants programme protected to ensure continued existence of high quality and cost effective legal advice and representation to members of the public. 

Fair Compensation for Discrimination, Rochdale Law Centre

A disabled employee was dismissed by her employers for absence which was directly related to her disability. She attended Rochdale Law Centre for help and advice and the centre, using the EHRC legal grant scheme, intervened by bringing a case at the Employment Tribunal on her behalf. The employers then agreed to a judicial mediation and agreed to pay an agreed sum of £30,000 to the lady as compensation for discrimination she suffered and loss of earnings. 

4. Working more effectively with equality bodies given the Government’s Big Society vision.

Our suggestions above will contribute to the Big Society vision. However, to be effective, the GEO Strategy needs to respond nimbly to changes in community needs which Law Centres and other providers track. Mechanisms need to be strengthened to respond with agility to a rise in equality and human rights problems highlighted by EHRC casework.

We look forward to meeting you tomorrow.

Yours sincerely,

Julie Bishop, Director.

Jane Backhurst, Director, Campaigns, Communications and Policy.

Flora Williams, Equality and Diversity Manager.

� The Socio-Economic Value of Law Centres, LCF October  2008


� A coalition of agencies working to combat discrimination, have observed that local authority representatives often do not have knowledge of their body’s public sector equality duties. This coalition is led by LCF, and the project ( Working Together for Advice , Discrimination Workstream), is funded by the Big Lottery Fund. 


� Law Centres’ “ Calls to the new Government”, LCF, May 2010
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