Birmingham Law Society Employment Law Committee Meeting

Tuesday 10 May 2011 at 8.45 am

held at the offices of: 

Shoosmiths, 125 Colmore Row, Birmingham

MINUTES

1. Attendance
1.1 Those present were Mike Hibbs (Chair), Zahid Nawaz (Guest), Richard Santy, Roger Shepherd, Linda Jones, Tracy Worthington, Tim Jones, Fergall Downing, Eileen Schofield, Vicky Duddles and Victoria Garrad.

1.2 Apologies were received from Andrew Cox, Ranjit Dhindsa, Trevor Allsop, Martin Chitty and Jaspal Singh.

2. Matters of the last meeting and matters arising
2.1 The Minutes of the last meeting on 12 April 2011 were approved. There were no matters arising not otherwise on the agenda.  

3. Zahid Nawaz, Equality & Human Rights Commission
3.1 Zahid talked about the Commission and its current regional presence and explaining that its current remit was the prevention of prejudice and discrimination and presentation of the law on these issues and the protection of everyone’s rights and the Social Policy landscape was continuing to change.  Zahid comended the website of the West Midlands Observatory which sets out some of the multiple risk factors for the area.  A particular problem was that those who combined a number of protected characteristics were being discriminated against and the example he gave was of a female, disabled person from a minority facing multiple discrimination.  

Zahid offered the Committee a regular briefing on the equalities agenda and his view was that there was better evidence and a more transparent public sector involvement particularly since the introduction of the Equality Act.  

Zahid gave some examples of the questions that were asked to their Helpline which was a large part of what was there in the West Midlands which included such questions as to how to prevent homophobic bullying, how to deal with gang culture, the dignity of old and young and its protection, a Muslim woman with a veil working in a hairdressers, DNA and insurance companies, the possiblity of VAT affecting premiums for the future, and the Human Rights of prisoners in the UK and abroad. 

The tri-enniel review had just been completed to show how fair Britain was at present.  There was a comprehensive report dealing with life and security, health and education, care and support, power and voice.  There was some guidance for decision makers on how to make transparent decisions and considering the detrimental impact before making particularly Public Sector cuts.  On the current Agenda was the Big Society which included treating individuals as indivisuals and not as clusters, payment by results, and supporting the process of social action, patricular problems for the West Midlands were an ageing population, economic downturn, new arrivals and diversity especially dealing with those who derived from Eastern Europe, Kurdistan, Yeman, Sudan etc and the employment skills gap.  A lot of the local working partnerships had disappeared or be in vastly reduced and there was no equalities agenda for the local enterprise partnerships.  Zahid saw this as a gap in critical partnerships to drive forward the agenda.  

Zahid invited the Committee to see diversity as a source of energy and prosperity and not of tension and dispute and also not simply a minority issue.  He pointed out that community cohesion was different for each protective characteristic. 

Currently there were seven in the Policy Team in the West Midlands and fifty working on the Helpline and it was a similar situation in other regions.  When they got complaints if they were likely to provide a wider precedent they might be covered nationally otherwise they will be referred to ACAS and other similar organisations.

4. Questions afterwards
4.1 Zahid indicated that often discrimination was less detected in smaller to medium organisations than in the bigger organisations and the problem, were mostly in recruitment or promotion.  He agreed with the Committee that there was a problem with the quality of advice provided to potential claimants and that was only likely to get worse where there was less advice to individuals available.  Zahid was thanked for his attendance.

5. 2011 BLS Equality Act Seminar for 23 June 2011
5.1 The speaker for the Equality Human Rights Commission would be Brenda Parkes in their Legal Department in London and hopefully the marketing material will be sent out shortly.  Members of the Committee were encouraged to publicise the event as widely as possible.

6. Consultation papers - The reform of The Equality and Human Rights Commission
6.1 There was a wide ranging debate about some of the fourteen questions asked in the Consultation Paper and it was agreed that only some of them were relevant for the Committee to respond to.  Tim Jones agreed to prepare draft responses to questions 1, 4, 6 and 9 and Victoria Duddles agreed to prepare responses to questions 10, 13 and 14.  These were to be sent by Mike Hibbs before the end of May.  Comments received from other members of the Committee would then be incorporated and the response sent before the deadline of 15 June.

7. Venue for next meeting
The next meeting will take place on 14 June 2011 at Irwin Mitchell, Temple Street.

8. Any other business

Members of the Committee were invited to suggest other potential guests for Committee Meetings and topics for the agenda.

