DARD EQUALITY STEERING GROUP MEETING
THURSDAY 18 SEPTEMBER 2014
ROOM 229 DUNDONALD HOUSE

Attendees
Noel Lavery (Chair)

Gerry Lavery (Senior Finance Director)

Colin Wilson (Rural Development)
Judith Murdoch (Training & Development Unit)

James O’Boyle (CAFRE)
Mark Wilson (Disability Forum)

Tracy Teague (Corporate Services and HR)

Gail Downey (Corporate Services and HR)

David Small (Service Delivery)
Marcus McAuley (Forest Service)

Brian Lamont (EU Area-Based Schemes)
Oonagh McFlynn ((EU Area-Based Schemes)
Ann Sloan (Rivers Agency)

Lorraine Lynas (Rural Development Programme Management)
Nigel Quinn (Sustainable Rural Communities)
Sharon Fitchie (Equality and Internal Communications Branch)
Valerie Keys (Equality Br)
Donna Tate (Equality Br)

Martina Moore (Equality and Internal Communications Branch) 

John McKeever (NIPSA)

Christine Stoll (Equality Commission for NI)
Guest Speaker –Dr Arlene Cassidy, (CEO AutismNI)

Attendees for Presentations Only

Claire Hughes (Rural Development)
Apologies

Louise Coyle (NIRWN)
Andrew Elliott (EU Area-based Schemes Division)
AGENDA ITEM 1  – Welcome and Introductions 

· Secretary thanked everyone for attending and welcomed guest speaker, Arlene Cassidy to the meeting. 
AGENDA ITEM 2 – GUEST SPEAKER- ARLENE CASSIDY
· Arlene thanked Secretary for the opportunity to address ESG.  Arlene explained that Autism NI is a support driven organisation which exists to support individuals with Autism and their families to raise awareness of Autism within society. Their vision is of a society where barriers are removed and equality of access to rights and opportunities are protected and enforced. This can only be achieved through imaginative thinking and pioneering from government Departments.  
· Arlene went on to explain how and why Autism NI came about and  the key issues and challenges facing those living with Autism, which can lead to isolation not only for the person with Autism but family and carers as well.  Arlene explained how communication, interaction and the environment can be confusing for someone with autism and ways to overcome these barriers including reinforcing messages visually, quiet areas in offices and clear orientation on websites ultimately creating a culture where stigma is reduced which is beneficial to everyone.  
· Arlene advised that AutismNI is the only organisation that provides accredited training which includes awareness raising and also information on providing reasonable adjustments for people on the Autism Spectrum disorder, leading to an increased understanding of the disorder.

· Arlene updated the group briefly on the Autism Act (NI) 2011 and the Autism Strategy and Action plan, which all Departments have a legal obligation to consider and act upon.  DARD has signed up to taking part in Autism Awareness day and training for all frontline staff.

· Arlene ended her presentation with five ‘asks’ to the Department

· CAFRE – to develop an autism action plan

· Human resources – to give a commitment to support staff

· Forest Service – to consider the use of recreational spaces and waiving of admission fees to individuals with autism and their families / carers
· Permanent Secretary -  to raise awareness of the Autism Strategy with  Permanent Sec  colleagues across all Departments
· DARD general – to consider Autism NI IMPACT Training Award Scheme
· Secretary thanked Arlene for her presentation and opened the floor to questions. Those that came for Arlene’s presentation left the meeting.
· James O’Boyle advised that an audit of facilities had been carried out in Enniskillen campus to identify areas where improvement could be made to cater for the needs of those diagnosed with autism.  Recommendations were made in respect of signage, quiet areas and training and CAFRE will continue working to progress these recommendations across the three campuses. The current student support officer (Agency member of staff) has specialist autism training to help her identify people who display autism symptoms and understand appropriate ways to support them. 
AGENDA ITEM 3 - Minutes of last meeting
· Minutes of last ESG meeting held on 10th April were amended to reflect that Conor McMahon, Forest Service was also in attendance at the meeting.
AGENDA ITEM 4 – Equality Updates from Business areas
Relocation HR Strategy 
· Tracey Teague advised that the Report on the Equality Impact Assessment of the relocation of the DARD Headquarters was issued on 22 August 2014.

· The HR team to take forward the HR relocation project now includes the new Grade 7 Gail Downey who has taken over the role as head of HR Relocation and Resourcing, and Project Manager for the HR Relocation Project. Gail is supported by a DP and SO currently however as the work of the team is expanding the current team will be supplemented by a further DP, SO and EOI. 

· Since the last Steering Group meeting a Project Board has been set up for the HR elements of all 4 Relocation projects. The first meeting of the Project Board took place on 18 August 2014 and it will continue to meet on a regular basis.  The Project Board will build on the work already set out in the HR Strategy.

· A questionnaire was issued on 15 September 2014 to all staff whose posts are included in the move to Ballykelly in phase 1. This will be followed up by an expression of interest to all staff outside of phase 1 which includes all other DARD staff and staff in other NICS Departments. Although staff are being requested to complete the questionnaire at this stage, they can change their mind if their circumstances change in the intervening period
· The HR Strategy references monitoring at all stages of the project to assess equality implications. The Relocation team have met with CHR Equality Branch to discuss the particular monitoring required and the groups that had been identified within the EQIA as potentially being adversely affected by relocation. CHR indicated that while the data on certain groups is well developed ie age, gender, community background, an exercise will take place later in the year to capture data for those groups where information is currently incomplete. CHR suggested that we should discuss with NISRA how we could use this data for monitoring purposes and also how this data should be presented when publishing information about the impact of relocation on staff. 

· Initial discussions have taken place with NISRA and a meeting is scheduled to take place this afternoon to consider how we can capture the appropriate data to baseline for monitoring purposes, and further consider what actions need to be taken to establish if mitigations have had an effect on reducing potential adverse impacts of relocation. Tracey advised that she will update the Group further on this at the next meeting of ESG. 
· The HR relocation team have also met with OHS and CHR welfare branch to consider how we can manage a process which takes account of either disability or health reasons when moving staff because of relocation, and also any welfare concerns which may impact with regard to mobility. These processes will be refined with further discussion to address any potential adverse impacts of relocation.

NIRDP 2007-2013 Axis 1
Axis 1:
Health & Safety

· Colin Wilson reported that FarmSafe Awareness is an initiative designed for the farming community, delivered by a network of farm facilitators to increase awareness of health and safety with the primary purpose of reducing farm accidents and fatalities.  These sessions offer information covering the everyday hazards faced by farmers and farming families.
· FarmSafe Awareness events are currently being held on Focus Farms and community venues throughout NI.  The use of community venues encourages participation from the wider farm family. To widen the reach community groups including the Orange Order and GAA as well as church groups across Northern Ireland have been given the opportunity to hold FarmSafe events in their own community venues.   

· Given the nature and focus of the training areas on the farming community it is realised that the majority of FarmSafe trainees will be male.  However the opportunity to engage the wider farm family is actively promoted and proactive actions have and continue to be taken to encourage female engagement.  Communications have focused on the role of women and farm safety.  A significant 583 females have attended FSA training.  

· To date 3,997 participants have either attended a FarmSafe Awareness event or completed FarmSafetNet with 3,414 males (85%) and 583 females (15%).  
ICT for the Farm Family

· This training offers participants the opportunity to gain a basic introduction to computer & internet. Courses are delivered locally in community venues that are easily accessible over four weeks and are free to farmers and farm family members. 

· To date 2,268 participants have completed ICT training.  Although the majority of participants (63%) are male, a significant 841 females (37%) have attended the training.

Axis 3

· Colin advised that equality monitoring has been included as part of Post Project Evaluation reports on community type projects to assess the impact on Section 75 groupings.  Each Local Area Group (LAG) area issued information flyers on information evenings and the opening of calls to a range of groups including Section 75 groups.  
· Axis 3 management issued guidance/clarification on project monitoring, which includes equality monitoring and have regularly reminded Joint Council Committee (JCCs) of their responsibility in this area.

· DARD has amended the procedure for issuing Section 75 proformae to successful applicants as a way to increase the return rate. Previously forms were issued with letters of offer but are now issued at pre payment site visit.  Also it was identified that NISRA were including LOOs that had been withdrawn and terminated projects in the calculation of the percentage rate of returns calculations.  When recalculated with these projects removed, the response rates make better reading.  Consideration is being given to how equality monitoring should be undertaken when the new Rural Development Programme is taken forward.

Tackling Rural Poverty and Social Isolation (TRPSI) (Colin Wilson)
· Colin Wilson advised that although the Minister has not made a decision on the way forward in relation to TRPSI, DARD is working in partnership with a number of NICS Departments to deliver a range of initiatives to address rural poverty and social isolation these include a number of equality related interventions as follows: 

· The Assisted Rural Travel Scheme is a rural transport initiative to improve rural access to public transport.  Since December 2009 the Assisted Rural Travel Scheme has allowed rural dwellers entitled to a SmartPass, mainly the elderly and disabled,  to gain free or half fare transport on Rural Community Transport Partnership vehicles.   

· The Connecting Elderly Rural Isolated (CERI) a pilot project has been set up in the Western Trust area in conjunction with the Public Health Agency to support independent living, to date over 64k contacts have been made. This project is due to finish in March 2015.
· A Youth Employability Programme (BOOST) in partnership with DEL, over 1,000 unemployed young people supported by the BOOST youth employability programme.

· Rural Youth Entrepreneurship (RYE) Programme, over 500 young people engaged in a Youth Entrepreneurship programme.

Rural Development Programme 2014 - 2020 
· Lorraine Lynas advised that an Equality Impact Assessment of the new Rural Development Programme 2014 – 2020 was completed by RSM McClure Watters in July 2013 as part of the contract for the ex ante evaluation and strategic environmental assessment for the next Programme.  However as this was a high-level EQIA, individual strands of the Programme will need to be screened and EQIAs on these developed too, if appropriate. Four responses were received and the EQIA final report on the EQIA is currently being prepared.

· There were 60 recommendations made on the programme as a whole in respect of mitigating actions which need to be taken forward, some of these being equality actions.  Lorraine suggested that the EQIA needs reworked into an equality action plan because as it stands at present it is not structured in such a way that is useful for DARD.  The Action plan would also look at lessons learned for the previous RDP. Other factors which need to be considered are the RDP Monitoring committee which will start up again in November and also the makeup of the Equality monitoring group and how we can get the right people on both these groups.

· David Small added that any Action Plan developed would need to focus from the outset on how the new Programme can benefit S75 groups e.g. children & young people.
Tackling Rural Poverty and Social Isolation Framework (TRPSI) 
· A commitment has already been made in the DARD Strategic Plan 2012-2020 to carry out an EQIA on the Tackling Rural Poverty and Social Isolation Framework and there will be opportunities to consider this as an additional £4m has been secured to provide funding under the TRPSI framework for an additional year (2015/16). 

· Development of the EQIA has been delayed due to staffing resource issues within SCRB but it is hoped that the staffing issue will be resolved shortly and the EQIA completed, albeit later than what we would have hoped.
· Secretary advised that this issue had been raised at yesterday’s Board meeting and David Small added that Pauline Keegan had offered her support in taking the EQIA forward.
LGB&T Research  
· Nigel Quinn advised that the Rainbow Project commenced research on LGBT issues in rural areas in March 2014 launching a survey which ran through March and April. The data breakdown has been completed comparing the experiences of men, women, trans people and the experiences of rural LGBT against urban LGBT

·  A meeting had been held with the Rainbow Project on 16 September to discuss the draft of the report.  Following this meeting, the final report is due to be submitted to the Department by the end of October and it is proposed that a launch of the report will be arranged shortly after. 

· Nigel added that it was important that any final report includes a set of recommendations for government and that it would be useful to share the report with other Departments as it covers other areas such as Education, Employment, Mental Health and Crime.

CAP Reform - Adoption of online as the primary channel for communication 
· Brian Lamont advised that DARD is taking forward a proposal to adopt the use of online as the primary channel for communicating and transacting with customers (applicants to EU area-based schemes and farmers involved in disease control and animal movement). 
The reasons for taking this forward are that:
· We will be able to provide our customers with a better service;

· We will have more accurate information; and

· We will be able to provide this service in a more cost effective way.

· The aim is to phase this in over a number of years, in line with the development and implementation of new IT systems. 
· To ensure that the Department considers all possible equality issues and the likely impacts of this proposal on different groups of people, the team is now undertaking an Equality Impact Assessment (EQIA). An initial screening exercise, which has been agreed by Minister, has indicated that this policy will have implications for both customers and approximately 500 staff. It is planned to issue a note to staff to advise them of these proposals and also to arrange awareness sessions with staff as well before it goes public.
· Those customers that are thought to be the most affected by the proposal are the over 55s, those people with lower education attainment and those with disability issues.  Limited broadband access is also going to impact on this issue as well.

· It is considered that the staff who will be impacted on the most is going to include those doing routine processing work, part-time staff, females, predominantly Catholic and those with dependants.

· Over the next couple of months the team plan to:

· Meet with a small number of key stakeholders such as the Ulster Farmer’s Union (September 2014);

· Consult with the Agriculture and Rural Development Assembly Committee (October 2014);

· Conduct staff seminars (October 2014);

· Issue public consultation and conduct public meetings around NI (November 2014 to January 2014);

· It is planned to use information from the pre-consultation meetings and meetings with staff and farmers to design the business model and to mitigate against any adverse impacts. It is expected that the EQIA will be completed in spring 2015, depending on the volume of responses received. 
· John McKeever advised that engagement has started to take place with TUS and that they are aware of the impacts and are against anything that impacts adversely on staff. He also stated that we cannot force farmers to go online as they are not currently legislated to do so.

· Brian added that we cannot make the use of online mandatory but that the EU wants us to provide the tools to encourage customers to do so. We need to bring our customers with us on this and to make it so that they want to communicate with us in this way. 
AGENDA ITEM 5 – Equality Updates
Annual Equality Progress Report to the Equality Commission
· Sharon advised that the Department’s Annual Equality Progress Report to the Equality Commission along with the update on the Disability Action Plan for 2012/13 has issued to ECNI and thanked all business areas who contributed to this. 

· Sharon reminded colleagues to think about the work they are currently taking forward / planning to take forward during this current reporting year and to ensure that all the good work that is being progressed throughout the Department is recorded in next year’s reports
EQIAs committed to in DARD Strategic Plan (2012-2020)

· Sharon advised that the public consultation on the DARD Strategic Plan (2012-2020) set out the Department’s commitment to undertake a number of EQIAs against specific goals 

· A number of these EQIAs have not yet been started and the published timeframe for the completion of each EQIA is 2015.  The DARD Minister was advised in Dec 2012 of the programme of EQIAS that would be undertaken and the Equality Commission is also aware of this commitment and the timeframe in the Department’s latest Progress Report.  The Department could find itself having to publicly explain why it has not carried out its previously published programme of EQIAs. 
· Secretary asked for a report for TMG on the position of each of the EQIAs and the way forward by the end of September.
· Secretary also added that a lot is going on in the Department and that it is a crucial time to consider equality – usually the same groups are being impacted on by the changes and that we need to look after those most vulnerable. 
AGENDA ITEM 6 - Equality Training 
Section 75 Training
Judith Murdoch advised that further to a business area training nomination process in January/Feb 2014 a number of staff have been trained in Section 75 including Introduction to Section 75, Equality Impact Assessment and Introduction to Human rights.
Child Protection Awareness Training

355 staff from CAFRE and those staff who regularly work on the 3 college campuses (Countryside Management, Veterinary Service etc) have received Child Protection Awareness refresher training.   In addition, 10 CAFRE Designated Officers will also be trained in October.  This training is specialised for staff who are central contact officer for students.  Secretary asked Forest Service to consider whether FS Guides would need to be considered for this training.
Cyber-Bullying

Cyber-Bullying is now an issue within the CAFRE Campuses.  TDU have been in discussion with the PSNI in relation to either delivering or supply the names of training providers who can deliver awareness training for both campus staff and students alike.

AGENDA ITEM 7 – Disability Forum  

· Mark Wilson advised that the Forum met at Disability Action’s Headquarters on 26th June to discuss the future of the Disability Forum. The Forum hopes to meet again in October to update on progress.

· Mark Wilson met with Tracey Teague on 2nd September and a further meeting involving DHR, Equal Opps and Equality Branch was held on 4th September to discuss how to progress the Forum. It was agreed that Equal Opportunities Section will drive the work of the Forum until the capacity of members allows the Forum to take back this role. Equal Opportunities Section has also agreed to arrange the next Forum meeting in October.

· It was also agreed that the training requirements of forum members needs to be considered in order to build capacity and confidence of members. TDU will be invited to the next Forum meeting to gauge the skill sets of members and ascertain the needs to be addressed within available resources. The Forum will also invite Tracey to the next Forum meeting to hear the issues facing members and to highlight the continued support provided by DARD’s senior management.

· Equal Opportunities Section, Equality Branch and the DisAbility Forum also agreed to work together and allocate specific jobs to each unit. It was also agreed to explore the feasibility of generating awareness of disability issues and the Forum through promotion of information week’s e.g. mental health awareness week via the intranet.

· It was also agreed that when DHR invite views from Forum members on HR policy documents that may have a direct impact on them, consideration will be given to the provision of a summary of the salient points depending on the subject matter and size of the document.  An example was the recent consultation on the new NICS Reasonable Adjustment process where it proved difficult to provide comments given the complexity and size of the documents. Following on from this, Equal Opportunities Section has provided a summary of the main points to consider along with the Consultation documents.
· It was also agreed that Equality Branch would undertake the role of maintaining the Forum’s website within their role of responsibility for internal communication.  Members of the Forum have agreed to assist with the revision of the site. Mark will be meeting with Information Management Branch to discuss new formats for the Intranet Site and maintenance of the site.

Staff Survey

· Mark advised that members of the Forum are currently working with Equal Opportunities Section to progress a staff survey for those staff with a disability within DARD. The 1st draft was circulated for comments and the Group is currently considering these comments to produce a 2nd draft.

· Mark has agreed to continue in the role of Chair in the meantime until we get the Forum back on its feet.
AGENDA ITEM 8 –Internal Communications 

· Martina Moore advised that the remit of the Equality Branch has recently been widened to include responsibility for Internal Communications and has been renamed the Equality and Internal Communications Branch. 

· Having completed an initial scoping exercise, work has commenced on producing an enhanced corporate Communications Strategy and action plan to develop a strong internal communications network.  Internal Communications impacts, and is relevant to all areas, from providing up to date information to staff on aspects of the Change Programme for example HQ Relocation, CRASD to promoting and developing the presence of the Disability Forum. 
· Martina asked the Group that when business areas are developing communication plans, messages, success stories or information which they think would be of interest/relevance to staff that they contact Internal Communications Unit so that we can work with business areas and provide assistance in ensuring messages are delivered to the right staff at the right time and by the most appropriate method.

AGENDA ITEM 9 – A.O.B.

· Christine Stoll from the Equality Commission offered her thanks for the invitation to the Steering Group and added that it was great to see the level of commitment that equality is given by the Department and at such a high level as well.
AGENDA ITEM 10 – Date of Next Meeting 

Mid December – Equality Unit will be in contact with members asap to confirm date.
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