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Thank you to the Government Equalities Office for organising this event, and thank you to all of you for coming along.  
What the Government Equalities Office has done is draw you all together for us to tell you what the process is that we have done so far, but for you to tell us how it impacts what you are doing already, and how we can take it further forward.

Perhaps I can start by saying why I think equality is important? Equality is important as a public policy objective for the individual, for our economic future and for social cohesion.
As far as the individual is concerned, sometimes it is called the human rights issue, but really it is just for every individual’s dignity and opportunity. No one should be subjected to prejudice because of the colour of their skin, or be overlooked because they are older or because they are disabled. That it is objectionable to any individual who comes up against it, and that must include not only race, gender, age, disability and all that are regarded as ‘the strands’, but also the child from the working class background who is able intellectually, but who is by the age of six overtaken by a child from a better off background.

My second point is the importance of equality to the economy.  Sometimes equality is argued as something which will hold back the economy, and that ‘we cannot be getting on with equality now because we have an economic problem’ and ‘we must put it on the back-burner as we cannot afford to deal with equality now’.  
Our argument is that structural discrimination, institutional prejudice, the old boys’ network, narrowness actually is the opposite of meritocracy. The economies which will succeed now and in the future can see everyone’s talents and abilities, and does not look at a narrow view of people and ignore the contributions of others.  Equality is not an obstacle to a successful dynamic economy, it is actually a precondition for it, and therefore we do have to tear down these obstacles to economic progress.  
A strong commitment to equality and delivering it as a public policy objective is important for society as a whole.  We know that where there is evidence that particular ethnic communities do less well in society than others, that breeds resentment.  How could it not?  A more successful society is one where there is less of a gap between the top and the bottom. There is a very basic social cohesion argument to equality.  For society to pull together, there has to be some sense of us being in it together and massive gaps between rich and poor obstruct that sense that we are in a common cause, to a common purpose and that we are part of the same society.

Over the years we have, in pursuit of this commitment, legislated to tackle race discrimination, to give people an individual right not to be discriminated against, not to be paid less because of their gender, not to be discriminated against on the grounds of disability, age or sexual orientation. This has become quite well developed and we are all familiar with it.  But we always have known, whether you say it is overarching it, or is underneath it, the big issue of, whether you call it class, whether you call it socio-economic status,  people normally talk about it as ‘my family background’ or ‘where I was born.’  
The question of socio-economic status, family background and place are great determinates of what people’s prospects are, and what the prospects of their children are, and what the prospects are of people as they grow older. The example I have given of a six year old child, that is not fair for the individual, not getting the best for our economy, and it is not producing a cohesive society where everyone feels they are equally included and they have got the best chance in life.  
So while we have got legislation around the other issues, around sexual orientation or race or age, we haven’t in the past legislated in the furtherance of the public policy objective of the socio-economic equality.  
Within different parts of the public sector, there are legislative duties, for example in education there is a legislative duty in terms of responsibility for narrowing outcomes at different stages, and in health there are some legislative objectives for narrowing.  In government we have Public Service Agreements which lay on government departments various objectives to narrow the gap between top and bottom and create more socio-economic equality. What we have never had before is a legal duty which says ‘because it is a public policy objective to have a  more equal and fair society therefore we are going to put it in legislation that we have it as a public sector duty.’  
That is what Clause 1 of the Equality Bill is doing. It doesn’t at all mean that we are stepping back from race or sexual orientation or age. What is so important about John Hills’ work is that it shows a proper robust intellectual analysis of how these things work together, and that with the very important issue of class, we have got the duty in Clause 1 of the Equality Bill.

We are not making it an individual justiciable right, we are making it a strategic legal duty, which will apply not only to Regional Development Agencies, Local Authorities, Health Authorities in strategic decisions, but also will apply to government departments, and that is something that we have got to engage with ourselves, because it is a duty that rightly will apply to us.  
Many of you, I hope, will be able to draw on the work where you’re already doing it, and we do need to discuss and consult with your progress and how we hold people to account. Because we not only must have a duty, but we must have the ability to inspect or monitor the duty in order to account for compliance with it.  
One of the things that John Hills mentions in his book ‘Towards a More Equal Society?’, is that he has shown that where government, as a matter of public policy, directs itself to something, that five years on you can see it working, even where you cannot necessarily see the change from day-to-day.  
Also if you stop doing it, you can see that it slips back, so if you set out an objective and the strategy to meet it, you can actually make a difference.  We need to draw on your experience, we need to have a levelling up, and we need to account for how things are working and inspect against it to have a coherence across government and all those to who this applies. We will have a great underpinning from the National Equality Panel.   

Thank you for coming today, you have got a very important role in shaping how we go forward on this. Liberating individuals from unfairness and to make our economy more prosperous, and to have our society more at ease with itself are very important things to be working on.
Thank you
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