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Summary

Refuge welcomes the proposals to introduce a public sector gender duty to eliminate discrimination and promote equality between men and women. We do however have a number of concerns that are set out in more detail in our response below. In particular we would call for a cross government Violence Against Women strategy with clear targets, funding and accountabilities set out at a ministerial level. 

Who we are

Refuge is the country’s largest single provider of emergency refuge accommodation and support to women and children escaping domestic violence. Refuge provides a national lifeline for thousands of women and children.  On any one day we support over 900 women and children.  Since opening the world’s first refuge in 1971 Refuge has had over 35 years experience of supporting women and children experiencing domestic violence.  With this expertise in mind Refuge strongly feels that there needs to be a greater focus on actions required, particularly in the area of domestic violence, to achieve the outcome of gender equality. 

One in four women will experience domestic violence at some point in her life and in 90% of incidents children are either in the same or next room. This endemic problem is estimated to cost the country £23 billion every year. Domestic violence, and all violence against women is a major barrier to gender equality and must be systematically addressed at all levels by public services if true gender equality is to be achieved.

Section 2: Context

Gender duty in the Equality Bill

Refuge welcomes the confirmation that the duty to comply with gender equality will have equal status to other public sector duties on race and disability. Any move from this position will have a hugely detrimental impact on the achievement of gender equality and will create a damaging ‘hierarchy’ of discrimination.

Extension of the Sex Discrimination Act 1975 to cover all public functions

Refuge welcomes the proposal to allow public authorities to operate services such as refuges for women who have experienced domestic violence on a single sex basis. The reality is that the overwhelming majority of those experiencing domestic violence are women and service design and provision needs to reflect this situation. Guidance for public authorities must be clear about the need to provide ‘appropriate’ as opposed to ‘same’ services for women and men or there is a real risk to existing and future provision.

Section 3: The Role of General and Specific Duties in Promoting Gender Equality

Q 1: Specific duties

The prevalence and impact of violence against women, in particular domestic violence, is one of the key factors contributing to women’s inequality. It is a direct outcome of discrimination against women, in much the same way as pay inequality is an outcome of discrimination.

Tackling the prevalence and impact of domestic violence on women and children is crucial to the achievement of gender equality. Domestic violence, and other violence against women, impacts on all aspects of a woman’s life. Without serious, sustained and integrated solutions to this endemic issue gender equality will not be achieved.

Refuge therefore recommends an additional specific duty requiring public authorities to develop an action plan to monitor and take action to eliminate violence against women. The government should also develop, fund and implement a cross-departmental violence against women strategy, in full consultation with the women’s voluntary and community sector. This strategy should then be used by all public bodies as a basis for drawing up their own gender equality schemes, including their action plan to address violence against women.

Many women face multiple barriers to equality based on gender, race and disability and these need to be addressed in a coordinated and integrated way if these barriers are to be successfully removed. A cohesive approach is essential for the implementation of the equalities duties however, under the current proposals, the planning and delivery cycles for race, disability and gender schemes are not aligned.

Q2 and Q3: Equal pay

Refuge supports the Equal Opportunities Commission proposal that the wording of the specific duty be amended to:

Public authorities must conduct a thorough diagnostic gender equality check, in consultation with their workforce, across all the causes of the pay gap: occupational segregation, the impact of caring responsibilities and discrimination, including pay discrimination. Public authorities must take action – using the results of the check to determine their priorities. If the equality check indicates evidence of pay discrimination - public authorities must undertake an equal pay review, (consistent with the Code of Practice on Equal Pay) and act on the findings. 

We also support the extension of this specific duty to the private sector.

Q4, Q5 and Q6: Gender Impact Assessments

At present, Gender Impact Assessments (GIA’s) are only proposed to cover new and major changes. Unfortunately, there are many clear examples of where public bodies are not meeting the needs of women through current service provision, policies or employment practices. Refuge proposes that the specific duties should require all public bodies to carry out an initial screening of their current policies, practices and service delivery and, where there is an indication of discrimination or unmet need, a full GIA should be carried out and action taken to address existing gender inequality. If public bodies do not understand potential gender inequalities in current provision then there is a real risk that gender equality schemes will fail to focus on the right areas. The specific duties should also be more explicit in requiring public bodies to take action where a GIA has highlighted discrimination.

In Refuge’s experience many public bodies have little awareness of the issues faced by women experiencing violence or discrimination. Without this understanding public bodies will be unable to effectively implement the gender equality duty or to carry out meaningful GIA’s. Whilst the women’s sector has a wealth of expertise, and is well placed to act as a source of training and advice, this cannot be achieved without adequate funding. The women’s sector should be consulted in the development of any advice to public bodies on GIA’s.

Q7: Procurement

Public authorities are increasingly providing their funding to the voluntary and community sector through procurement or commissioning rather than grant making. Whilst Refuge broadly welcomes effective, well informed procurement of services, there is a risk that poor and insensitive procurement practice, because of its prescriptive nature, particularly disadvantages women’s,, and other equalities, organisations.  

Services provided by women’s organisations will be essential to the successful implementation of the gender equality duty.  Public bodies must ensure that their procurement practices target rather than exclude women’s organisations. In addition, as increasing public functions are carried out by private and voluntary sector organisations on behalf of public bodies, it is essential that the gender equality duty applies to all organisations delivering public services. It is crucial that government continues to invest in the voluntary and community sector, alongside the procurement of public services.

Section 4: Coverage of General and Specific Duties

Q8: Criteria

Refuge very much welcomes the statement by the Deputy Minister for Women and Equality that education institutions in England and Wales will be covered by the specific duties.
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