HOUNSLOW HOMES EQUALITY STRATEGY 2004- 05

Introduction

Hounslow Homes is itself no stranger to equalities and diversity issues, having been one of the forerunners over the last twelve years through its dissemination of best practice and a myriad of corporate initiatives. Pivotal to the success of the present equality strategy is the operational experience and social exclusion initiatives of the Equalities Team in Hounslow Homes. The team specialises exclusively in co-ordinating a variety of social exclusion portfolios and policies designed to address equalities and diversity issues holistically. Each Equalities Policy Officer and Community Development Officer has a specialist portfolio as diverse as race, health, disability, gender, asylum seekers, Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual and transgender issues and community cohesion. 

Aims and Objectives

Hounslow Homes recognises that in order to mainstream equalities and diversity focussed transformational management change, a number of critical issues and factors within our equalities strategy and action plans are embedded and mainstreamed. These include:

( Partnership Working

( Organisational Capacity

( Leadership 

( Consultation

( Mainstreaming, monitoring and peer review

Partnership Approach

Intrinsic to Hounslow Homes approach to equalities and diversity issues is partnership working. The organisation recognizes that throughout most of its daily work, solutions are best reached in partnership with other agencies. For the Equalities Team in Hounslow Homes, the benefits of working in partnership can best be described in the following points.

· It sends out a strong message to the community that agencies are operating in a multi agency framework towards a common goal.

· It enables officers to share resources and disseminate good practice.

· If the above is effective it sends out powerful messages to other organizations encouraging them to participate.

· It makes our services to our residents more efficient. 

In all the work implemented by the Equalities team, the emphasis on partnership work is key.

Organisational Capacity 

Organisational capacity is crucial to bring about sustained & lasting change.The successful implementation of the Race Relations (amendment) Act, Disabilities Discrimination Act, Equalities Standard, Sex Discrimination Act, Human Rights Act, European directives on religion, belief and sexuality and forthcoming Equality Bill requires strong organisational capacity and direction to sustain work and deliver positive outcomes.  To this end, Hounslow Homes has appointed an Equalities Champion at senior management team level to drive through change within the organisation and to enable the organisation not only to conform to its new legal duties but to go beyond its new statutory responsibility. The strategic level is now co-ordinated by the Equalities Team in Hounslow Homes.  It is envisaged that this “mainstreaming” approach together with our on going commitment  to the Valuing Diversity sub group of CMT, Domestic Violence Forum, Multi Agency Partnership Against Racial Harassment, Disability Community Forum and operational working groups demonstrates how the organisation is developing its capacity to ensure equalities is being embedded and sustained at all levels.

Leadership Capacity 

Leadership has always been a key driver in Hounslow Homes approach to  equality.  The organisation recognises that leadership will be a key element for example in the successful implementation of the Race Relations (amendment) Act 2000. For the last two decades, work to deliver equalities has been sustained through leadership at both political & officer levels. The focus on leadership will be reinforced by the organisations plans to sign up to the revised LGA Leadership Challenge later this year

Leadership at Board level – Board members are playing a pivotal role and are intrinsic to ensuring equalities remains at the very heart of the decision making process.  The following examples illustrate the leadership approach to equalities by board members:

· Equalities and Diversity issues raised at Board meetings

· Members of the Board have been given responsibilities to lead on domestic violence, hate crimes, disability and equal opportunities/diversity ensuring relevant issues are regularly considered in key decision making.

Officer Leadership - The Lawrence Inquiry, Best Value Review of Racial Harassment, Disabilities Discrimination Act 1995 and the Race Relations (amendment) Act 2000 has provided a good opportunity for senior managers to fundamentally review their approach to equalities.  As a result of this the following examples demonstrate the leadership approach of senior managers:

· A ‘Valuing Diversity ’ sub group of CMT led by the Chief Executive & comprising of senior managers from each departmental management team was established in 2001.  The purpose of this group is to ensure that at a senior decision making level,  equality issues are considered both centrally, departmentally and within Hounslow Homes.  The Head of Equalities presently services this group and disseminates good practice to all section heads in Hounslow Homes.

· The Head of Equalities is presently leading the organisation and local authorities approach to the Generic Equality Standard, Macpherson recommendations, impact audit analysis, outcome of the Best Value Review of Racial Harassment and LGA Leadership Challenge

· All senior managers are exposed to the importance of considering diversity & equality matters in decision making.   One of the key messages arising from our leadership programme will be the importance of ‘closing the gap’ between disadvantaged communities and the rest of the endemic population.

· From September 2002, members of senior management team have been mentoring black and minority ethnic staff with the view to improving representation at all levels.

· All departmental management teams were given robust briefings on their responsibilities arising out of the Race Relations (amendment) Act 2000. 

· Appointment of Equalities Champion at Senior Management Team level.

· Operational working groups on race and disability. Gender group to be established 

· Equalities issues such as ethnicity monitoring to be raised as standard agenda item at Team briefings, DMT and SMT.

Consultation

Hounslow Homes approach to equalities has been based on the principle of engagement & consultation with local minority ethnic groups, voluntary organisations and service users.  We recognise that the equitable delivery of council services to diverse communities in Hounslow can only be achieved through active engagement.  The examples below demonstrate how Hounslow Homes has engaged with local communities & service users:

( In partnership with Hounslow Race Equality Council, membership of over 50 local community network groups were formed. The Network group plays an invaluable advisory, consultative & scrutiny role to Hounslow Homes.

Special focus group meetings of this Community Network Group are formed to consider issues in depth such as the advent of the Race Relations Act 2000 Members of the group have been kept abreast and have contributed to the council’s strategy in the formation of an arms length management organisation. 

( A programme of extensive consultation has been undertaken by Hounslow Homes in relation to new policies and strategies with the community. Examples of this have included the equal opportunities policy, tenants compact,  community cohesion and race equality scheme.

( Particular focus has been placed on building the capacity of local minority ethnic groups, especially those that are perceived to be ‘hard to reach’ to play more of an active role in the decision making process. An example of this is the ongoing work undertaken with the BME Access Forum and our community development work with Hounslow Federation of Tenants and Residents Association .

( The appointment of two Somali workers within Hounslow Homes further exemplifies our commitment to listen to the community, The appointment arose as a direct result of consultation with the Somali and East African community in Hounslow to ensure the organisation addressed any adverse impact upon the community and ensures that the needs of the indigenous community are met. 

Mainstreaming and Monitoring 

Hounslow Homes is required to have race equality action plans arising from the Race Relations (amendment) Act’s ‘impact audit’ process. These plans will enable individual sections to co-ordinate work on equality related local & national performance indicators. Section Heads are expected to monitor their performance and to set measurable & realistic equality based targets covering both employment & service delivery matters and report to SMT on a six monthly basis.  These plans also enable sections to focus on equality issues during Best Value Service Reviews. It is envisaged that the impact audit process will be extended to other areas such as disability and gender, thus ensuring a holistic approach to the new equalities standard.

Independant Validation Group

Hounslow Homes has established an independent validation group comprising of key stakeholders including minority ethnic community groups & staff to assess the council’s performance as part of its LGA Standard strategy. This ensures Hounslow Homes progress on equalities has been externally scrutinised & incorporated the views of minority ethnic service users, staff and external statutory/voluntary sector agencies .  This validation process will continue as part of the council’s Generic Equality Standard for Local Government Strategy

The organisation is endeavouring to ensure its approach to race equality and equality through the CRE Standard process, recommendations of the Lawrence Enquiry and Best Value Review is outward focussed & based on the principles of engaging with key stakeholders & partners.  Along with the participation of minority ethnic groups/service users & staff,  the Validation Group will also have representation from:

· The Commission for Racial Equality

· Hounslow Racial Equality Council

· District Audit

· Neighbouring local authorities

· Black Workers Groups

· Trades Unions

This partnership approach will enable Hounslow Homes to incorporate a range of external views which will add value to our  equality strategy and action plans which are attached.

Conclusion

Hounslow Homes has lead the way on improving policies and practices in relation to race, gender,disability and other equalities issues. It should be recognised that much has been achieved through it’s leadership and the organisation recognises its pivotal role in promoting and delivering equitable services. Recent legislation is also recognising different and diverse groups. The Race Relations Act 2000 is one of the most recent and most powerful pieces of legislation in moving organisations into a proactive approach in recognising the diversity of race. Hounslow Homes has now moved its scope to valuing diversity within the community and the above mentioned strategy reinforces this commitment to valuing diversity and promoting cohesion within a multi agency environment.
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