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Equality and Human Rights Commission

Minutes of the Tenth Meeting of the Wales Committee

Wednesday 25 November 2009

Merthyr College, Merthyr Tydfil

Present

Neil Wooding (Chair) 
Clifton Robinson
Aled Edwards
Siân Gale
Barry Clarke
Anne Crowley
Rhian Davies

EHRC
Kate Bennett (National Director for Wales) 
Geraint Rees (Wales Commissioner and Director’s Office Manager)

Apologies
Olwen Williams
Liz Withers


Agenda Item 1 – Welcome and Introductions

EHRC/WC9/1.1 Neil Wooding welcomed Committee members to the tenth meeting of the Wales Committee. Apologies were received from Olwen Williams and Liz Withers. The Committee noted that this would be Neil Wooding’s last meeting. Neil informed the Committee that Ann Beynon has been appointed as Wales Commissioner.

Agenda Item 2 – Declarations of Interest

EHRC/WC9/2.1 Rhian Davies declared that the organisation she works for had submitted an application of funding from the EHRC. There were no other declarations of interest.


Agenda Item 3 - Approval of minutes of Ninth meeting of the Wales Committee held on 16 September 2009

EHRC/WC9/3.1 The minutes of the ninth meeting of the Wales Committee were approved as an accurate record, subject to a corrected spelling on page 3. 

EHRC/WC9/3.2 The Committee agreed the note of the Scotland and Wales Committee joint meeting as an accurate record of the discussion. Rhian Davies fed back to the group that Scottish colleagues had found the meeting very useful. Kate Bennett suggested revisiting these notes at a future meeting.
Action A: Consider revisiting minutes of Joint meeting with Scotland Committee at the May or September 2010 meetings.

Agenda Item 4 – Current Matters Arising

EHRC/WC9/4.1 Kate requested the Committee’s approval to remove or defer some of the longer standing items from the action list. The Committee agreed to remove the action points relating to the following issues:

· Welsh language issues

· Appointment of Vice-Chair

· Organising a PESTLE day

· Shining a light on an area

EHRC/WC10/4.2 The Committee discussed the good work that the Commission had done on bilingualism, including the engagement with the Welsh Language Board and the Commission presence at the Eisteddfod. Aled Edwards noted that it would be important for the Commission to keep track on the progress of the Welsh Language LCO and the relationship between equality and language. Members were informed that the Welsh Language Board has been very interested in the Commission’s modern regulator role, balancing promotion and enforcement.

EHRC/WC10/4.3 The Committee agreed to defer the action on appointing a Vice Chair, to allow the new Commissioner to take a view on how they would take this work forward.

EHRC/WC10/4.4 Kate explained to the Committee that it had proved very difficult to arrange a PESTLE day due to the pressure of the number of days available to Committee members. Neil Wooding stated that it would be important for the Committee to continue to engage in Foresight, particularly taking into account the upcoming General Election and the implications of its result.

EHRC/WC10/4.5 Members were informed that ‘shining on a light’ had proved more difficult to co-ordinate than predicted, particularly with the loss of the Croeso project. 

Agenda Item 5 – Notification of important dates 

EHRC/WC10/5.1 Members were informed about the Colm O’Gorman evening talk on 7 December. 

The next Group of 45 meeting is provisionally due to be held on 16 and 17 February. It was suggested that an additional Committee meeting be held on the afternoon ahead of group of 45 meeting.

Action B: Arrange an additional Committee meeting ahead on 16 February.

Committee members were given the dates of the first two Committee meetings of 2010.

Agenda Item 6 – Stakeholder Strategy

EHRC/WC10/6.1 The Committee followed up its discussion on stakeholder strategy from the September meeting. At that meeting members discussed what stakeholder engagement had achieved. The view of the Committee was that stakeholder engagement was the most important activity for the Committee.

Committee members agreed that they have been supportive of the engagement led approach and felt that they owned this approach. It was noted that the Commission’s other statutory committees (Scotland and Disability) were very keen and interested to adopt this approach.

EHRC/WC10/6.2 The Committee reflected that over the first two years hosting stakeholder events had been very important in establishing and raising the profile of the Commission. The Committee agreed the need to retain this engagement. It would like to see greater strategic engagement and to look at different ways of engaging people with our key messages.
The Committee agreed that the EHRC would not be successful in delivering equality without other people. Members noted that there would be a good opportunity with the appointment of the new Wales Commissioner to increase our engagement with the private sector.

The Committee stated that they would like to build shared platforms with other organisations and use opportunities to link with others around our key strategic priorities. The Commission should also encourage other organisations to partner and link with each other on common themes. Members agreed that bringing people together had been one of the successes of the Committee’s strategy. 

EHRC/WC10/6.3 The Committee agreed an important function of engagement is the opportunity to use it to feed back to stakeholders on what the Commission is doing and how the agenda is developing in Wales. The Commission should celebrate successes and share good practice to support equalities practitioners.

The Committee discussed the need to manage stakeholder expectations through engagement. The Commission should talk about its strategic approach creating change. An essential part of the engagement strategy should be to identify the strategic and big issues. 

EHRC/WC10/6.4 Members agreed that a range of engagement strategies should be used with the diverse audience that the Commission is trying to reach. Members stated that it was important that the Commission don’t just engage with its friends. The Commission needs to be brave and have potentially difficult discussion with people who hold opposing views.

EHRC/WC10/6.5 The Committee stated that they did not wish to see the engagement in Wales revert to a strand based approach. Members agreed that the framework set in the paper for future engagement was important to retain. The Committee wished to express their thanks to Sue Dye for a fantastic paper.

Agenda Item 7 – Report from the Disability Committee

EHRC/WC10/7.1 Rhian Davies reported to the Committee on the activities of the Disability Committee. The Disability Committee has been affected considerably by developments within the Commission over the summer with the resignations of Sir Bert Massie and Baroness Jane Campbell. Additionally, the Chair of the Committee, Alun Davies, will step down at the end of the year and Neil Crowther the Disability Programme Director is taking a 6 month secondment to work on the Commission’s Human Rights strategy.

Rhian informed the committee that one of the Disability Committee members Mike Smith has been appointed a Commissioner and his name has been put forward by Trevor Phillips to Chair the Committee, this awaits Board approval. The Committee will also recruit new members in the New Year.

EHRC/WC10/7.2 Members were informed that the Disability and Scotland Committees had recently held a joint meeting. On the agenda was Independent Living, which is a key issue for the Scottish Government; End of life issues, which provoked a thought provoking debate; the Equality Bill and Disability Hate Crime. 
Committee members expressed great interest in the Question Time style debates that had been hosted by the EHRC in Scotland on end of life issues, identity and prostitution. 
Agenda Item 8 – Essential work to continue into 2010-11

EHRC/WC10/8.1 Kate explained to the Committee that the Wales Directorate is currently identifying what should be in next year’s business plan. Kate informed the Committee that Wales Plan was deliberately more streamlined than the GB Business Plan.

Kate outlined to the Committee the projects that the team in Wales proposes to continue into next year. These were:

· Equality Bill – If the Bill goes through, there will be a significant piece of work on specific duties and briefing people on the new legislation

· Human Rights – Build on the work and recommendations of the Inquiry

· International Human Rights – This work will be built on leading to reporting on the Convention in 2011

· Inspectorates – Build on the work with inspectorates to encourage that adoption of equality measurements in their work

· How do I feel research – The research will be conducted by the end of this financial year and promoted during 2010-11

· Public Sector workforce – Continuation of joint working approach to achieve change across the public sector in Wales

The Committee agreed that the Commission in Wales should continue with the proposed projects into 2010-11.

EHRC/WC10/8.2 Committee members discussed the fact that the Croeso work was not included as the project had ended and this has left a gap in our engagement with young people and schools. The Committee agreed the need to mindful of this gap. The Committee agreed that harnessing others to deliver on our agenda is an important way to achieve change. Contacting the Assembly about what its plans were for delivering good relations work in schools was suggested.

The Committee were informed that the Commission and the Assembly had agreed to retain the Croeso brand, though given pressures of work and staffing this may prove difficult. Members agreed to think about how this work could be revitalised in the future.

Action C: Geraint to liaise with Sue Dye on the work with young people. 

Agenda Item 9 – Committee links

EHRC/WC10/9.1 Kate informed members that this paper had been written to formalise and clarify the engagement of committee members on projects and events run by the Commission in Wales. There have been a number of examples over the first two years of members’ engagement on a variety of pieces of work including facilitating workshops at Equality Exchange events; presenting at conferences including UNCRPD; providing support for research project. Establishing Committee links is a way of formalising this approach.

The Board has been simultaneously discussing issues of sponsorship by Board members. Decisions taken over the summer will mean that each mandate will now have a sponsor at Board level. Members were informed that both the Wales and Scotland Commissioners had stated that stakeholders in the devolved nations would want to have access directly to the Commissioner not to a variety of people with responsibility for a mandate. Therefore, in Wales we are not proposing to adopt mandate sponsor approach. The Committee agreed with this approach.

Committee members had not been recruited based on their particular strength on one mandate or another. The Committee agreed that it should find opportunities for individual committee members to share their expertise with each other.

Agenda Item 10 – Wales Director Update

EHRC/WC10/10.1 BNP

Kate shared with the Committee the update on the BNP case, in which the Commission had successfully challenged the party on its membership criteria.

EHRC/WC10/10.2 Medium Term Organisational Review (MTOR)

Kate informed the Committee that the MTOR had been established in the summer. Its purpose is to look at the Commission’s role as a regulator and a champion. It is also charged with undertaking a review of the Commission’s structure with the Commission’s role as a modern regulator and impact of any future budget cuts. Kate explained to the Committee that she is leading on the MTOR’s work on what drives change. 
Members stated the Committee would need to be kept aware of any potential budget cuts made in Wales. The Committee agreed that it would need to take a view on what budget it thinks is needed in Wales to achieve the critical mass to deliver the work in Wales as per Schedule 1 Part 2 Paragraph 31 of the Equality Act 2006.
EHRC/WC10/10.3 Strategic Funding Allocations

A handout with details of the Commission’s funding allocations in Wales was circulated to Committee members.

Kate informed Committee members that officers from Wales had lobbied powerfully to secure more funding for Wales, particularly in the absence of funding for North and West Wales. Representations were made at the Grants Committee about the failure to adequately address the statutory question in deciding on funding allocations. Members were told that the bid from Caia Park partnership was a priority, if money remained unallocated after the first stage. 

Committee members expressed disappointment at the failure to address the statutory question, raising the major implications of the geographical spread of funding.

The Committee thanked Steve Bennett for his hard work.

EHRC/WC10/10.4 Annual Lecture

Kate reported the success of the first EHRC Wales Committee Annual Lecture to members.

Action D: DVD of annual lecture to be circulated to Committee members

EHRC/WC10/10.5 Listening Exercise

Committee members were updated on the progress of the Equality Bill. It was reported at the November Board meeting that if the Bill passes through Parliament the next government would set the public and specific duties. The Commission is only currently only prioritising one amendment to the Bill so as not to hold up the Bills progress. This amendment which is to do with the public sector duty, requiring that there is a duty to be outcome focused. One potential danger is that the Bill runs out of Parliamentary time and this would mean that it would go into a wash-up session, where potentially a number of elements of the Bill could be dropped in order for it too pass into an act.

This week the Commission in Wales submitted its response to the Welsh Assembly Government’s Listening exercise on the specific duties. The ability to write our own specific duties in Wales presents a real opportunity for us to write more ambitious duties that those for Great Britain.

Action E: Circulate listening exercise response to Committee members

EHRC/WC10/10.6 UNCRPD

The Committee were given an update on the Commission’s work on the UNCRPD and the two conferences to be held in the first week of December. Members were informed that the Welsh Assembly Government has launched a work stream on the convention.

A request was made that members were kept informed of the Commissions work on DNA databases.

EHRC/WC10/10.7 The Committee reflected that this would be the last Committee meeting for both Neil and Barry. The Committee wished to pass their thanks to both for their tremendous work in the past two to three years, particularly to Neil for his fantastic leadership as Chair of the Committee.

Close of meeting
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