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EQUALITY AND DIVERSITY MANAGEMENT GROUP
The Open University in Ireland

OU Equality Scheme in Northern Ireland

	The Equality and Diversity Management Group is asked to:

1. Consider whether NIHEEC questionnaire should be sent to OU staff and students in both jurisdictions.

2. Confirm identification and screening of OU recruitment policies for staff and students.

3. Consider that the planned EQIAs in Region 12 be carried out in the first instance for OU staff and students in Northern Ireland to ensure compliance with Section 75.

4. Consider the resource implications for region in carrying out EQIAs and expectation of assistance from the University’s Equality and Diversity Management Group.




1.
Introduction

As a designated public body in Northern Ireland The Open University is obliged, under the terms and conditions of Section 75 of the 1998 NI Act, to establish and implement an equality scheme for its staff and students in Northern Ireland.  The Open University’s Equality Scheme in Northern Ireland was approved by the Equality Commission for Northern Ireland (ECNI) in March 2003.
The Equality Commission for Northern Ireland is an independent public body established under the 1998 Act whose duties include overseeing the implementation and effectiveness of the statutory equality duty on public authorities and keeping the relevant legislation under review.

Since October 1999 the Commission has taken over the functions previously exercised by the NI Commission for Racial Equality, the NI Equal Opportunities Commission, the NI Fair Employment Commission and the NI Disability Council.

A copy of the Open University’s Equality Scheme (less appendices) is attached to this paper as Appendix 1. 
To enable a sectoral approach and perspective to the implementation of Section 75 the NI Department for Employment and Learning (DEL) invited the Open University to join the Northern Ireland Higher Education Equality Consortium.  This consortium consists of Queen’s University, Belfast, the University of Ulster and the two University (teacher training) colleges, St Mary’s University College and Stranmillis University respectively.
2.
Implementation of the Scheme

The Open University’s scheme has been operational in Northern Ireland for three years – it is an obligation under the legislation that Northern Ireland public bodies present to the Commission a five-year review of their schemes to the Commission.  The University is obliged therefore to present a five-year review of its scheme in 2008.

A copy of the most recent Annual Report to the Commission (April 2003 - March 2004) is attached as Appendix 2.

From the actions which have taken place since this report the following are highlighted:-

· continued contributions to the deliberations of the Northern Ireland Higher Education Equality Consortium (NIHEEC).

· specifically with regard to comparisons of policies identified in the constituent institutions for Equality Impact Assessments (EQIA’s).

· also comparisons of the ‘Good Relations’ Duty in each of the institutions and their consultation practice thereon.

· attendance at Section 75 related induction and training programmes organised by the NIEC.

· liaison with the Association of Northern Ireland Colleges (ANIC) on the implementation of Section 75 good practice.

· receipt of consultation documents from other NI public bodies mostly in relation to EQIAs.

· dissemination of Section 75 information to NI regional staff.

· response to the Open University’s “Stakeholders in Equality and Diversity – A discussion paper” June 2005.

· hosting of visit by OU Policy Officer for Equality and Diversity – resulting in a number of outcomes, including agreement on shape and content of Region’s Equality Action Plan in Northern Ireland.

· closer liaison with University’s Equality and Diversity Management Group

· presentation to this group on 22 February 2006.

N.B.
(these actions and associated activities will be reflected in the Region’s Annual Report to the ECNI for 2004/5)

3.
2006 Equality Action Plan

Following guidance from the University’s Policy Officer for Equality and Diversity the main actions arising from the Region’s Equality Action Plan in 2006 will centre around the intention to carry out two EQIA’s.

The other components in the 2006 Action Plan are as follows:-

(i) the circulation to OU staff and students in Northern Ireland of a ‘Good Relations’ Questionnaire constructed by the NIHEEC and approved by the ECNI and DEL.  This will be circulated in March/April and the results analysed and disseminated by the NIHEEC and the ECNI later in the year.

(ii) continuing attendance by the Region’s Section 75 representative at appropriate training and information programmes under the auspices of the ECNI.

(iii) refresher sessions for regional staff on the implementation of Section 75 with a particular emphasis on good relations duty following dissemination of results of the NIHEEC questionnaire.

(iv) therefore the Region’s Action Plan will revolve around four areas of responsibility and the following timetable is proposed:-

1.
March/April’06
-
Good Relations Questionnaire to staff

and students

2.
April/May ’06
-
Consideration of results of questionnaire 

 – possibility of focus groups.








Consultation on results.




3.
May/June ’06
-
EQIA for OU staff in Northern Ireland



4.
July/Aug ’06
-
Consultation on Staff EQIA

5.
Sept/Oct ’06
-
EQIA for OU students in Ireland



6
Nov/Dec ’06
-
Consultation on Student EQIA.

Copies of the NIHEEC’s Questionnaires to N.I. staff and students are attached as Appendix 3.

5.
Equality Impact Assessments

-
Section 75 (1) of the Northern Ireland Act 1998 requires public authorities, in carrying out their functions relating to Northern Ireland, to have due regard to the need to promote equality of opportunity across nine categories of persons, namely:

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

· Between men and women generally;

· Between persons with a disability and persons without; and

· Between persons with dependents and persons without.

· The legislation requires public authorities to conduct an equality impact assessment where a policy or proposed policy is likely to have a significant impact on equality of opportunity.

· The Equality Commission has advised that equality impact assessment requires seven separate elements as follows:-

· consideration of available data and research;

· assessment of impact;

· consideration of measures which might instigate any adverse impact; and alternative policies which might better achieve the promotion of equality of opportunity;

· formal consultation;

· decision by public authority (the OU);

· publication of results of equality impact assessment; and

· monitoring for adverse impact in the future and publication of the results of such monitoring.

· In carrying out EQIAs in Northern Ireland the Open University will follow these guidelines, together with points of good practice in relation to EQIAs commended by the NIHEEC and the OU’s Equality and Diversity Management Group.  Specifically the EDMG’s guidelines set out in OU documents “Impact Assessments – What next?” and its “Equality Impact Assessment Toolkit.”
6.
OU EQIA’s in Northern Ireland

· The OU policies to be assessed in the two EQIA’s relate to one of the basic tenets of the Open University in which it claims to be ‘Open to People’.

· An attempt will be made to assess if the OU in Northern Ireland is truly ‘Open to People’, as reflected in the composition of its staff population and its student population in comparison to the profile of the adult population in Northern Ireland.

· The comparisons will be made across the nine categories identified in Section 75.

· Specifically these will be used to assess the recruitment processes for OU staff and students in Northern Ireland and if these processes are supportive to equality of opportunity or are having an adverse effect on this opportunity.

· It is assumed at this point that the policies concerned, as enacted in Northern Ireland, are exactly the same as the policies, set out by the OU, for other parts of the UK.

· It is further assumed that these policies have been screened therefore by the University prior to a possible Equality Impact Assessment as part of the University’s obligations to the Race Relations Act.
The OU in Northern Ireland is taking the following actions to ensure compliance with the Commission’s guidelines:

· STAFF EQIA

-
collating most relevant, reliable and up-to-date data on adult population of Northern Ireland (as advised by ECNI).

-
collating data on profile of OU staff in Northern (including Associate Lecturers).

-
consultation with ECNI specialist staff on reliability, application and interpretation of this data.

-
following their guidance on consultation with representatives of groups from the nine categories potentially under-represented.

· STUDENT EQIA

-
collating most relevant, reliable and up-to-date data on population of Northern Ireland.
-
collating data on profile of OU students in Northern Ireland.
-
consultation with ECNI specialist staff on reliability, application and interpretation of this data.
-
following their guidance on consultation with representatives of groups from the nine categories potentially under-represented.
7. Advice and Guidance from the Equality and Diversity Management Group

The following is sought:

1. Consideration of whether NIHEEC questionnaire should be sent to OU staff and students in both jurisdictions.
2. Confirmation regarding identification and screening of OU recruitment policies for staff and students.
3. Consideration that the planned EQIAs in Region 12 be carried out in the first instance for OU staff and students in Northern Ireland to ensure compliance with Section 75.
4. Resource implications for region in carrying out EQIAs and expectation of assistance from the University’s Equality and Diversity Management Group.
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