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Equalities Advisory Group 
Meeting Note
Meeting held at Elgin Sheriff Court

Thursday 19th May 2011 10:00 – 15:00

In attendance

Colin Lee, Country Director CEMVO (Chair)

Daniel Donaldson, Equality Network
Elspeth Molony, Senior Policy and Consultancy Manager, capability Scotland

Morag Redwood, Project Leader, Highland & Islands Equality Forum

Stephen Coulter, Director Planning and Performance Management, SCS

Maureen Sier, Scottish Interfaith Network
Richard Cantwell, Sheriff Clerk Elgin (for tour only)
Sheriff Court Tour

Richard Cantwell, Sheriff Clerk, attending the meeting from 10:00 – 11:30 to provide a tour of the Court and answer questions. A number of  issues were discussed during the tour.
EAG inquired about the provision of a quiet room for people of faith which RC stated would be dealt with on request although such a facility is not actively promoted by SCS.
A number of disabled access issues were raised including the issue of wheel chair using jurors. The EAG recognised the challenges of adapting a mid-Victorian building given the current budgetary constraints but felt that disabled access audits should be pursued so that SCS can fully understand the problems. A specific issue was noted with the access toilet in that the alarm cord had been pinned in such a way to render it inaccessible should someone fall forward from the toilet.
EAG inquired about trans-gender accommodation. RC noted that trans-gender people would be provided specific accommodation for their needs such as private changing areas should the need arise but EAG asked SCS to be more proactive in advertising the accessibility to such facilities and not solely rely on the discretion of the Sheriff Clerk.
EAG would appreciate a definitive policy/legal position on access to jury service for people with disability in particular but not confined to being deaf or blind.

Matters Arising and Feedback on Equalities Statement & Outcomes
The following action points from 31st January were discussed:
FD to provide Link to the judicial Complaints procedure for EAG and paper on judicial ethics. 

ACTION; SC will resend link as some e-mail addresses were not properly captured
FD to provide link to website on staff survey when available – 
ACTION:SC to check on availability and send link
SCS to revisit Justice Disability Steering Group actions and take forward – SC had discussed with Dave Young, SCS rep, and there had been no JDSG meeting since the last EAG although a meeting was scheduled for June.
EAG Terms of Reference (TORs)
EAG wished to emphasise its role as a “critical friend” to the SCS and the TORs should reflect this. The EAG should also not be liable for any advice that it gives to the SCS and this needs to be clearly stated. 
In much of SCS current documentation EAG felt that SCS is drawing too distinct a line between those with PCs and those without. Everyone has an age and a sex for example and therefore everyone has protected characteristics and the text should change to reflect this.
EAG felt that the Chair should be an SCS appointment who should invite new members who reflect the broad criteria SCS has proposed that the EAG should ideally reflect.
EAG felt that a maximum period of time for members of the EAG was probably unnecessary although they would welcome SCS drafting a code of conduct (or similar style of document) to be clear about expectations and how, in extremis, a member of the EAG might be required to step down. However the general expectation is that the EAG will be self-managing in terms of the conduct of its members and it will be for the Chair to manage any problematic behaviours.
SCS would like appropriate advice in regard to equalities issues generally and specific expertise on particular PCs. It was therefore agreed that members were not there as representatives of particular bodies nor should their membership be held to be completely representative of all shades of opinion or issues within a particular PC. However the expectation is that SCS expects a broad understanding of the issues facing particular PCs from members with a particular set of experiences and, when needed, help to navigate to other people or groups where an individual member is unable to offer the necessary insight.

At section 4.1 the EAG asked that “sharing information and expertise” be added to the scope of the EAG.

ACTION: SC undertook to redraft the TORs and develop an annex on appropriate behaviours/conduct for members

Sustaining Mainstreaming in the SCS

EAG considered the paper that has been agreed by the SCS Board. EAG felt that not having a dedicated diversity officer was a positive step as it would ensure the focus is spread amongst all staff in the SCS. They also felt that the bullet list of accountabilities should have “anticipation of barriers and issues” as part of the Director’s responsibilities.

Customer Focus

EAG were asked to provide input into  the equalities questions on the court user survey. EAG suggested that the wording of the question on whether dissatisfied court users were dissatisfied due to a PC be changed to reflect the genuine desire of the SCS to understand the issues for people with specific PCs rather than a legislatively driven exercise. Advice was also received in regard to describing court users needs as “special needs” if they have for example a disability. An organisation that is mainstreaming ought to just consider such needs as common place and not “special”.
ACTION SC to liaise with the agency to change question wording.

A brief discussion was held in regard to customer service excellence and a document giving an overview of the scheme was presented to the EAG. EAG undertook to consider progress towards CSE at a later meeting.

EG asked if a court user suggestion box approach might be tried so that feedback could be more immediate. SC agreed that such approaches could be looked at but would be done so as part of the wider programme of customer/court user insight that SCS is undertaking and other methods would also be considered
Meeting Schedule

EAG agreed to meet quarterly. Whilst the court visits had proved interesting so far it was agreed that the next meeting should be more business focused. SC will propose a schedule of meetings that aligns with the cycle of other relevant corporate meetings such as the Equalities Steering Group and People Committee.
ACTION SC to develop meeting cycle
AOB

MR passed on details of a human rights degree that SCVO running in partnership with Glasgow Caledonian University for consideration by all organisations represented.
EAG asked if the lessons learned that SCS will be developing following its voluntary redundancy programme will include an equalities perspective.
Action SC to consult with HR colleagues 

MS raised the issue of wearing kirpans ( a knife that is a Sikh article of faith) in court. The issue had been raised in connection with a person of the Sikh faith who had recently been called as a witness in Edinburgh Sheriff Court. SC stated that colleagues at Edinburgh Sheriff Court and SCS HQ were aware of the issue and were trying to find an appropriate solution to the issue balancing the security issues with the need to respect the individual’s faith.
MS intimated that as yet she was not able to commit to being on the EAG but would be discussing her membership further with the leadership of the Scottish Interfaith Council. Once the TORs document and the remit was re-drafted she would use this to explain the role and be in a position to commit to being an EAG member if possible thereafter.
EAG asked about how sheriffdoms engaged locally with court user groups and how visible equalities issues are. SC discussed in general terms the local events that take place and how SCS was considering how it could support sheriffdoms to reach out to local equalities groups in the short to medium term.
EAG asked that at future meeting thematic presentations could be made. 
Estates would be of particular interest for the next meeting.
ACTION SC to invite a speaker from PSU to the next meeting.
Next Meeting

The next meeting will be held in Edinburgh at a date and time to be confirmed.
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