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An introduction to the Highlands & Islands Equality Forum (HIEF) 

HIEF is a partnership project led by SCVO and managed by them in partnership with Highlands & Islands Enterprise and UHI Millennium Institute. Additional management support comes from various CVS (Councils of Voluntary Service) in the Highlands & Islands. The project receives funding from the European Social Fund, management partners and various other funding sources including private funding. 

The project serves to raise awareness of Equality and Diversity issues in the Highlands & Islands, working across all sectors but predominantly with employers to ensure that they are aware of the business benefits to be gained from adopting Equal Opportunities policy as well as their responsibilities under law. HIEF highlights the discrimination faced by people over the broad spectrum of equality  ‘strands’ including gender, disability, race, belief & religion, sexual orientation and age. Initial awareness-raising presentations are delivered at short roadshow events with follow-on support training delivered free of charge as required. A comprehensive Equality Toolkit is given away at the end of each roadshow to serve as an important reference guide for every organisation or business. The services of HIEF are open to all but are especially relevant to employers – in all sectors.

HIEF is taking the first steps in 2007 towards having its training material formally accredited through the University of the Highlands & Islands, and aims to develop both its training material portfolio and network of trained trainers to provide a sustainable network of information awareness-raising across the full rural geography of the Highlands & Islands.

HIEF Consultation Network Group (CNG)

HIEF’s consultant network group comprises more than 1,120 groups, organisations and individuals who receive regular information and bulletins from the HIEF team, and whose comments and opinions are fed into local, national and European agendas. Within this membership are representatives from groups of people who face discrimination, employers from all sectors and those with a more general interest in the Equalities agenda. Use of the HIEF consultation network helps employers understand the needs of those who are often excluded from work and the community, and ensures that those making policy nationally understand the specific needs of our area.

About the consultation process in support of this paper
Members of HIEF’s CNG were invited to comment in response to key questions (indicated by the subsection headings in this paper) so that we could present their views to the Scottish Parliament Equal Opportunities Committee at their participation event in Holyrood on Friday 23 February, 2007

As a member of the Highland Wellbeing Alliance Equality & Diversity Strategy Group, HIEF has also drawn on information gathered in the preparation of the local authorities’ Disability Equality Schemes.

The purpose of the Holyrood event was to arrive at an agreed set of priorities for equalities in Scotland which can inform the work of the Commission of Equality and Human Rights (CEHR), as successor to the Equal Opportunities Commission

The issues debated were:

Debate 1 - Progress on Equalities since Devolution

· How far have we come since 1999?

· What has worked well?

· Have the devolved institutions made a difference?

· How equal are we?

Debate 2 - A vision for Equalities in Scotland

· What will an equal Scotland look like?

· What are our immediate priorities?

· What do we want from the CEHR in terms of the equalities agenda in Scotland?

· What do we want from the Scottish Executive, the Scottish Parliament, equalities organisations, local authorities, employers, the private sector and the public?

Written submissions to HIEF were collated together with information passed on through other channels: telephone conversations, face-to-face discussions and the outputs from recent consultations on other matters such as focus group meetings held in the preparation of local Disability Equality Schemes.

The largest response to HIEF’s request for comments has come from disability groups and it is difficult to say whether more activity and debate is being held in this regard or whether representatives from this area of equality are simply more active in articulating their opinions. 

As such, therefore, this report does not reflect the views of any one individual nor can it be said to have been endorsed by the full forum of HIEF or the Highland Wellbeing Alliance Equality & Diversity Strategy Group. However, it does well reflect the ‘vox pops’ of this northern part of Scotland and holds validity in this more general sense.

HIEF would like to thank all who took time and effort to contribute to this debate as it ensures that the issues of the Highlands & Islands form part of the EOC’s learning to take forward the equalities agenda in Scotland.

This written report acts as a supplement to the oral presentation made by HIEF in the 23rd February Holyrood debate.

A summary of the key points raised in this consultation

A Summary of Debate 1 - Progress on Equalities since Devolution

The consensus of the representations made to HIEF in regard to Equalities in a devolved Scotland is that a good start has been made, and that some of the positive measures achieved were as a direct result of having a Scottish Parliament. 

In particular, improvements have been cited in the public sector with the setting up of standards and focussed, measurable activity being key to this. Increased consultation with marginalised groups to understand the issues to be addressed has also been welcomed.

In general, it is felt that there are many well-intentioned initiatives but that these are under-resourced and therefore unable to properly achieve their aims. The new Public Duties are seen as a step in the right direction.

It is felt that devolution has delivered a more accessible parliament. The Petitions Committee, The Scottish Executive Equality Unit and Cross-party Groups have all helped to connect the parliament to the people and vice versa, and have led to positive rewards. 

Focussing on Scottish issues has allowed a better awareness of our commonalities within the country rather than focussing on where we are different from other parts of the UK. A Scottish Parliament has also been able to empathise more with the particular demands and challenges faced by society and is growing more alert to the needs of rural communities.

Despite some improvements, however, it is felt that we are still not anywhere near to being ‘equal’. Opportunities are not equally open to all. People are still ‘labelled’ and ‘stigmatised’ and disadvantaged. 

Those who are in marginalised groups face financial as well as qualitative barriers of being excluded from participating in local communities. Both of these impact on a general quality of life in which there is often little that individuals can do on a personal level to make things better for themselves. 

One key topic raised in the responses to this consultation is the lack of provision of alternative methods of communication. Providing resource for this would open the world up to many people.

It is accepted by most of our respondents that these serious issues will take time to remedy but that we need to increase our resolve and the pace of our actions to make things better. That said, most people can look back and identify improvements achieved. 

A Summary of Debate 2 - A vision for Equalities in Scotland

An equal Scotland will be when we stop talking about ‘them and us’ and when we understand that there is a new, more diverse and valuable Scottish ‘us’.
The number one issue raised by HIEF’s respondents was predictably around resourcing issues. Funding and capacity building is vital to allow good intentions to be translated into actions that bring about real improvements.

There is a need to raise awareness of the barriers that are faced by some people on a daily basis and help society change misinformed attitudes. It is important to work towards changing our culture to one that really understands the value of an enabled, diverse population. Tied in to this is the aim to facilitate better engagement from marginalised groups into active participation in the decision making processes of their community, and wider into local and national government. Also relevant to changing attitudes is the education of those who are the key influencers of the next generation – teachers, parents, public figures etc

Focus on transport is of critical importance, especially as it is such a key factor in rural areas. Changes to assist marginalised groups will also benefit the wider community and support the social economy.

Support should be given to any initiative that brings together those many agencies doing good work so that we can align energies and messages and provide platforms for public opinion.

There is a critical need to tackle those sections of the media who sensationalise negative aspects of equalities issues and miss the opportunity to report in a way that gives deserved value to our diverse culture. Work should be done to help them understand their responsibilities to a successful social economy and wider community, of which they are a key part.

The new public duties are seen as a positive measure, as is the appointment of dedicated Equal Opportunities Officers, especially in the public sector. Further development of these initiatives, certainly rolling out to include other equality strands and possibly to other sectors, is seen as an area for prioritised focus as it would deliver a more mainstreamed approach to equalities in the wider community.

HIEF’s respondents want full support from the CEHR on delivering good initiatives in Scotland which underpin the wider remit of the Scotland Act. Our priorities need to be valued in their own right and not in comparison to a UK agenda, which might impose different objectives.

In addition, whilst a fresh outlook to equalities is to be welcomed, we need assurances that the strand-specific expertise built up over the years will not be lost in the new holistic way of viewing public inclusion.  

The Scottish Executive should provide the aligned vision for equalities as defined by their consultation with multiple agencies, and then follow this up with both a carrot and stick approach. Rewards should be given to those who make beneficial amendments to practice and the existing legislation should be more rigorously applied in cases of wilful disregard for equal opportunity. 

Mechanisms need to be found to translate good intentions into effective benefit to the community. There are calls for better interconnectedness between statutory and community agencies so that the work of both can be married up and delivered within set timescales. New technology needs to feature in future plans with the proviso that sensitivity is applied to avoid new marginalised sub-groups being created because they cannot access electronic information.

The Scottish Executive should provide leadership and guidance as to what is and isn’t acceptable behaviour and values. We should lose talk of Britain as a ‘tolerant nation’ to quote Gordon Brown. Our language should better reflect that there is no ‘them and us’. Scottish citizens are all the new ‘us’ regardless of where we were born, whether we are men or women, etc etc.

Statutory bodies should remain open to new ways of doing things. In particular, in tandem with the more holistic view of individuals, it is important to consider family units. Consideration should be given to those who face barriers to full accessibility of opportunity and housing. In particular, the Executive should support any initiative that opens up new possibilities for improvements in the general standard of living for those families who are destined to remain dependent on benefits.

Political reform is needed to improve the lot of asylum seekers who are living in substandard accommodation because of existing regulations which prevent them from earning a living whilst their case is being processed.

HIEF received one or two responses which stated that current regulation doesn’t go far enough but this was outweighed by those who felt that our first priority is to enforce the existing legislation. In essence, though, the consensus was that government needs to pursue all measures to ensure that people who are able to contribute to society should be enabled to do so; legislative support plays a key part in this.

Our consultation report concludes with some comments that were addressed specifically to HIEF. There is continued support of our awareness-raising role, particularly in the provision of some larger-scale, specific interest events which allow face-to-face learning that brings alive information most usually disseminated in written format.

More detailed comment on issues raised in this consultation 

Debate 1 - Progress on Equalities since Devolution

· How far have we come since 1999?

Many feel that real progress has been achieved on the equality agenda in the lifespan of the Holyrood Parliament. In addition, some reported positive experiences which may not have been possible without devolution. For example, Scotland is alone in having delivered free rail travel for bind people, and this initiative has been partnered with a raised awareness of the daily challenges faced by people with disabilities.

Against this is the feeling that there is still a very long way to go in regard to opening up opportunities for marginalised members of society and that we need to build on the good start made and increase momentum to drive forward positive change. 

· What has worked well?

The publishing of standards for community engagement has been a useful step and the backing of Ministers and COSLA is to be commended here. Despite reports of variation as to the degree to which they are played out in practice, having the support of statutory bodies allows the public to challenge poor practice.

Public bodies have increased their awareness of the need to learn more about the experiences of marginalized groups and are beginning to involve them in their daily decision making, formation and revision of policy. Recruitment processes have been revised to allow less discriminatory practice and some credit for this has been ascribed to the presence of the Scottish Equality Commissioners.

There is a consensus that existing initiatives are underpinned by a shared will to make things better for all. However, they often lack the human and financial capacity to effect real changes. For example, whilst it might seem laudable that the Scottish Executive is committed to promoting better integration into the community for people with learning disabilities in long-stay residential care, there is a lack of adequate alternative arrangements with the result that some young disabled people feared the threat of being inappropriately placed in homes for the elderly when their present care provision is withdrawn. There has, however, been some improvement on this and most people will now secure single tenancies although they are still segregated from mainstream communities.

Another move to be welcomed is the right for all with a mental health illness to have access to an advocate, but this initiative is weakened by a lack of concrete timescales that would allow enforcement. It is also not satisfactory that clients only meet their advocate for the duration of meetings and do not have time to build up a relationship and trust that would provide more qualitative support.

The public Equality Duties seem set to make a real change to the experience of marginalised groups. Learning from the lack of firm detail and involvement in the Race duty has led to a more effective Disability duty.

· Have the devolved institutions made a difference?

The devolved Holyrood Parliament has been much more accessible – partly through the geographical logistics of being more ‘local’ than Westminster, but also in its practice in involving the public in its debates. Having a Scottish Executive Equality Unit has been crucial in building up close links between intermediary groups and ministers. Initiatives such as the Petitions Committee have been warmly received. 

The setting-up of cross party groups is also seen as a good move by the Parliament and one which has brought real interaction with disabled people and intermediary groups in key debates. Government ministers, disabled people and representatives from various areas of expertise were able to share and grow understanding of priorities to be addressed.

From this have come good initiatives such as access to taxis for visually impaired people travelling with guide dogs (taxi drivers could previously refuse to carry the dogs). Likewise, much has been done to raise awareness of allowing guide dogs into food outlets. Cross party groups have also raised awareness on the issue of those who have difficulty with the written word (including visually impaired people and those with dyslexia) having the right to vote in elections in a secret ballot without the aid of third parties.

A Scottish Parliament is more aware of the commonalities in the Scottish community rather than always comparing and contrasting with the rest of the UK, and they are more aware of, and sensitive to, the challenges posed to marginalised groups by the rural geography of our country.

· How equal are we?

There is a great inequality in the opportunities for a better standard of living. Unless people have the opportunity to shape their own destinies, their lives are governed by what can be afforded around state benefits. People excluded from playing a part in society have no hope of improving their income beyond their dependency on benefits, and so can never aspire to the same life conditions as those who hold more control over their earnings. 
The new Direct Payments system, although offered as a choice for independence, has many unresolved issues. The service user in effect becomes an employer. A support worker is required to advise disabled people who choose Direct Support payments to find suitable care for themselves.  It can be distressing for the person when they do not know who to ask, where they can find carers or how to assess/vet potential carers. One case raised states that an employee couldn’t attend work for 3 months as they were unable to find a support worker to travel with them.

Many people voiced their unhappiness over the lack of provision of alternative communication formats. Being able to access information in large font, Braille, audio, easy read, type talk etc as well as in plain English, would allow a large number of people to play an increased role in society. Investment in various technological support, training and provision of interpreters, British Sign Language etc as well as more support for English as a Second Language were all mentioned as being of great importance.

Debate 2 - A vision for Equalities in Scotland

· What will an equal Scotland look like?

“An equal Scotland is one which attracts and sustains a diversity of people, valuing their unique needs and benefiting from their unique contributions to education, to the arts and sports, to business, community asset development, and their voluntary work.” (Extract from Scottish Voluntary Sector manifesto)

An equal Scotland won’t need the stick of legislation but will be motivated by a deep essence of ‘fairness’ and understanding of the universality of human rights. It will be a culture where people are seen as valuable individuals with equal rights to participate in the life and work of the country and where these people will not be labelled or stereotyped and treated adversely because of misinformed assumptions made about them. 

· What are our immediate priorities?

We need:

· funding and resource to carry forward good intentions into effective change on the ground

· support for members of marginalised communities to become actively involved in educating others as to the hurdles they face daily.

· to raise awareness of outdated stereotyping that leads to some people being excluded from participation in the full spectrum of life and work, whether that is in paid employment or volunteering, sitting on community councils or standing for government etc. At present, there are many anecdotal accounts of misinformed teachers, celebrities, public figures etc unaware that they are passing on lack of understanding or even overt prejudices. This can reinforce similar views in the home and it is felt that awareness-raising is critically needed in these areas if we are to achieve an attitudinal change in the next generation. Some key figures in public life still have very poor attitudes towards marginalised groups and their lack of understanding is a poor showcase for Scotland. Equality training should be mandatory for those who need to set the example for others. This extends beyond those in the Parliament and Executive to local government and senior managers in local authorities.

· to move the agenda forward on transport accessibility as a major priority. This has particular importance in Scotland’s rural areas where public transport is the only way anyone can ever get to or from an island. For many disabled people, private transport is not an option and so we need to ensure that they can have full access to public services.

· to support initiatives such as the non-governmental body MACS (Mobility & Access Committee Scotland) which did good work in trying to align a multiplicity of different groups’ findings. 

· to ensure that the right messages are being reported in the media. It doesn’t further the debate to always have major advances and real benefits to society unreported whilst a minority of negative issues are sensationalised. The media needs to be educated about the serious impacts of irresponsible reporting on the life of some citizens, and the implications for Scottish society as a whole.

· to promote the appointment of dedicated Equal Opportunities Officers as these are reported to be have made a difference to the experience of local minority groups. It has been suggested that this should become common practice in all public bodies at least. This, together with the new public duties will help mainstream equalities.

· to carry forward the momentum of the new public duties. Real application here will go a long way to changing the endemic culture in a positive way. We should extend these to cover all existing equality strands and possibly to reflect the wider remit of the Scotland Act. We should also extend these duties to the private and voluntary sectors. Surely good practice is relevant and applicable everywhere.

· What do we want from the CEHR in terms of the equalities agenda in Scotland?

It is to be welcomed that the CEHR will take a more holistic approach to the needs of people who are marginalised in society for whatever reason, but there remains nervousness that strand-specific expertise may be lost. The new Commission needs to be watchful of this and provide reassurance on this matter.

We also need the CEHR to fully engage with the wider remit of equalities as supported the Scotland Act and build on the progress made by our devolved institutions to date. Scotland will continue to articulate its own priorities and we would hope that the CEHR will support areas of further development in Scotland even where these may not be considered a UK priority – perhaps, for example, if levels of achievement in a specific regard are less advanced in other parts of the country.

· What do we want from the Scottish Executive, the Scottish Parliament, equalities organisations, local authorities, employers, the private sector and the public?

Statutory bodies and public authorities etc are getting better at listening to people’s needs but this does not seem to be partnered by the same application to providing solutions to identified issues. We need to find ways of applying early fixes. For example, the Scottish Executive’s interaction with special interest groups to consult on a strategy in regard to race was a good initiative but the publishing of the findings of all that hard work has been postponed. Investment by so many agencies should be acted upon. Many of the issues mentioned earlier in this report require the statutory bodies to provide a SMART strategic plan matched with sufficient financial support so that they can be resolved. 

In particular, the provision of interpreters and translators, and access to public transport is key to the quality of life of disabled people in geographically-remote areas of the Highlands & Islands, and for those who have difficulty with English in spoken or written forms. New technologies such as video phones, text type etc are very helpful, but it needs to be remembered that whilst internet provision is an excellent way of connecting people in remote areas, this can pose its own set of problems to some sections of the community and can lead to a new marginalised subset. 

Education is a recurring theme in responses to HIEF. A lack of planned progression in education has been reported amongst some disabled people and commitment is required from government to create a focussed pathway to greater participation in society.

When considering the needs of someone who is from a minority group, the statutory bodies should consider the needs of the whole family as this is often a vital support mechanism. The effects on an individual also have effects on this wider unit. Tied in to this are issues such as housing needs. 

Current legislation specifically outlaws the provision of public sector accommodation to asylum seekers. This leads to families (often with small children) living in appalling conditions. Housing Associations and private landlords could provide accommodation if those awaiting official recognition of their status (or repatriation) were permitted to take on paid work to cover their rents. Political reform is required to put an end to this disgraceful situation.

The Executive could bring pressure to bear on getting mortgage companies to overcome their reluctance to the DWP’s Income Support Mortgage Interest scheme.  This would really help those disabled people who truly rely on benefits to enjoy a more equable standard of living. This way, disabled people may be able to stay in their own homes rather than going into state supported care. The Disability Equality Duty states that disabled people can expect more favourable treatment and it would be good if the Executive used this part of the duty to engage with disabled people and ask them how they can improve their quality of life.

A perceived lack of interconnectedness between local authorities and special interest groups means that good work being done at grass roots level is not permeating society. For example, there are disability groups who can help support disabled people into employment but this seems not to be well known at Job Centres. Hopefully, compliance with the new public duties will help to address this (although they only cover three of the present six strands).

What is required of HIEF


HIEF should continue its valuable work in raising awareness of the equality agenda and striving to effectively challenge and change prejudicial and discriminatory attitudes. Its remit should extend to other rural areas, in particular to parts of Moray which sit outside of the ESF funding area

HIEF’s large events such as its recent Disability Equality Duty event are helpful in raising the profile of key issues and bringing people together from a wide geographical area. Bringing together varied experience of marginalised groups facilitates meaningful sharing and learning of good practice. It has been expressed that more is learnt in this face-to-face interaction than can be picked up from merely reading disseminated information, important though it is to have this also.
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