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ACROSS THE EAST MIDLANDS





REDP Briefing Series
Localism and Equality

This is the first of a series of briefing papers produced by Regional Equality and Diversity Partnership providing an equality analysis of central government policy. The central aims of these papers are to assist the community and voluntary sector by providing an overview of government policy and its relationship and impact on equalities, setting out the threats and opportunities for the sector. 

The Localism Bill, published in December 2010, is a key government agenda and sets out the case for a radical shift in power from the state to local communities. It is expected to become law from April 2012. In short, this is about giving more power to local people, local institutions and local councils. 
The case for a shift of power is supported through a number of other government policy proposals and agendas and is intertwined with the ‘Big Society’ and health and welfare reforms. For example as the VSNW
 identifies, decentralisation is put forward as a core principle, for instance in health reforms its about ‘giving local GP’s more power and building a bottom-up process rather than imposing a top-down framework’. 
The crux of the Localism Bill is to ‘de-centralise’ and instead ‘localise’ the running of services for the community by the community, what the government has called a shift form ‘Big Government to Big Society’. The policy ambition has a clear relationship with that of the Big Society agenda, both placing emphasis on communities taking responsibility for their neighbourhoods and locality through the re-alignment of power in decision making processes from government to communities.
An analysis by the partnership of the government’s policy documents concludes that there is little mention and even less consideration of equalities. Whilst an equality impact assessment has been carried out for the Localism Bill, highlighting that proposals could adversely impact on BME groups and disabled people, the government have argued that steps would be taken to mitigate the impact.
ROTA and the Runnymede Trust have pointed out
 that there is a danger that in the drive to localise power and cut bureaucracy, local authorities’ increased discretion will be applied inconsistently. If this happens, local authorities will not be sufficiently accountable for the decisions they make. New ways to hold local authorities to account need to be explored,  particularly to ensure increased discretion does not impact detrimentally on equality.
The Bill is presented with a proposal to introduce a general power of competency for Local Authorities.  Up to now, the legal rights of Local Authorities have been different from those of ordinary UK subjects – where ordinary people are at liberty to do anything that is not unlawful, local authorities can only do the things that they are legally permitted to do.  The general power of competency does away with that restriction, proposing to allow local authorities to do anything that they wish – provided it is lawful and for the benefit of the community concerned.  However, even when there has been a requirement to act in limited accordance with the equality needs of their communities, local authorities have found it difficult to avoid populist and reactionary activities and strategies.  If the “general competence” of local authorities is unrestrained, except by that which is perceived to be in the best interests of communities, we are likely to witness the blatant re-establishment of discriminatory housing policies, community support activities, education strategies, etc.
“It shouldn’t be called a localism bill… it’s a centralism bill, because it contains so many powers conferred on the secretary of state…to interfere in local affairs”. So argued George Jones, Professor of Local Government at the London School of Economics, when he gave evidence to the committee of MPs scrutinising the Government’s Localism Bill before Easter.    Note, for example, Clause 5 (2) of the Bill,  which gives the Secretary of State power to “amend, repeal, revoke, or disapply any statutory provision (whenever passed or made)”.  In theory, this could be utilised by the Secretary of State to seek to remove the requirement to give due regard to public authorities’ general equality duties.  While it is noteworthy that  the Communities and Local Government Minister, Andrew Stunell MP, stated at the Committee Stage of the bill, on 1st February 2011, that “we certainly do not have anything in mind in the near future that would bring this abruptly into use”, the absence of a categorical  indication of commitment to the implementation of the Equality Act within the Localism Bill advances the perception that its requirements can be marginalised.
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� VSNW – Voluntary Sector North West; Introduction to Localism, 2011


� Runnymede Trust and Race on the Agenda; Joint Submission to House of Commons Committee Stage of the Localism Bill. 17 February 2011





