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This White Paper sets out the government's proposals for a new, single Commission for Equality and Human Rights (CEHR) to cover the six areas of race, gender, disability, religion or belief, sexual orientation and age.   The CEHR will replace the three existing Commission - the Commission for Racial Equality (CRE), the Disability Rights Commission (DRC) and the Equal Opportunities Commission (EOC). 

The government believes a single Commission for Equality & Human Rights is appropriate because it will provide: 

•  an integrated set of values to underpin citizenship and support community cohesion
•  a single point of contact for individuals, businesses and voluntary and public sector

•  an integrated response to matters that involve multiple equality issues

•  the possibility of promoting good relations between different communities 

•  a coherent approach to enforcing discrimination legislation

The CEHR will have all the powers of the existing Commissions as well as the following additional powers and responsibilities: 

•  duty to consult on strategic plans 

•  regional arrangements for delivery 

•  power to promote human rights 

•  power to enforce the law and promote good practice in areas of religion or belief, sexual orientation and age
The CEHR will exercise leadership, consult widely, work in partnership with others, use its services strategically and employ a flexible range of promotion and enforcement tools. 

The CEHR will have the following core functions 

•  encouraging awareness and good practice of equality and diversity 

•  promoting awareness and understanding of human rights 

•  promoting equality of opportunity 

•  working towards the elimination of discrimination and harassment 

•  promoting good relations 

•  keeping legislation under review 

•  acting as a centre of expertise 

The CEHR will have a variety of legal tools and specific powers relating to enforcement of discrimination legislation: 

•  to carry out general inquiries (eg race equality in prisons) 

•  to publish statutory codes of practice 

•  to intervene strategically as a third party in some court cases 

•  to support individuals bringing cases under discrimination legislation and combined discrimination and human rights cases 

•  to provide conciliation services relating to provision of goods, facilities, services and education and the exercise of public functions (ACAS will continue in employment) 

•  to carry out investigations into named individuals, companies and organisations

•  to issue non-discrimination notices

•  to apply for court injunctions

•  to enter into binding agreements

The CEHR will be able to draw on human rights arguments in discrimination cases; but it will not have powers to support free standing human rights cases (except possibly where the discrimination argument in a case has fallen away leaving an important human rights issue to be pursued). 

It is proposed that the CEHR will have a statutory duty to promote good relations among the different communities protected by discrimination legislation and between these and the wider society.  This will include the capacity to assist in mediating conflicts between communities, such as the disturbances in Oldham, Burnley and Bradford . 

The CEHR will have an important role in areas where rights may conflict. 

The CEHR will have grant giving powers to support local organisations and projects. 

The CEHR will work with other advice services to provide a high quality information and advice service to individuals. 

The CEHR will listen to large and small businesses and offer them support and advice.   In dealing with businesses, the CEHR will use different approaches including binding agreements and conciliation services.  The CEHR will only use formal enforcement actions as a last resort. 

The CEHR will offer information and advice to the public sector.  It will also be able to enforce public sector duties.  It will have the power to issue and enforce compliance notices and to seek judicial review when it feels a body is failing in its duties. 

The CEHR will have a regional network to deliver its strategic priorities in a way that is sensitive to regional needs.  It will work to support equality and human rights across the UK with particular awareness of the needs of Scotland and Wales. 

The CEHR will be a Non-Departmental Public Body (NDPB), with a voice that is independent of the Government of the day. The Chair of the CEHR will be recruited under requirements of the Office of the Commissioner for Public Appointments (OCPA) and approved by the Prime Minister.  The Board will be made up of 10-15 members appointed by the Secretary of State in line with OCPA requirements. 

The CEHR will be funded by the sponsoring government department.  The amount of funding it will receive will depend on the Spending Review 2004.   Annual expenditure on the CEHR is likely to be higher than that of the existing Commissions (currently £42m) because of its broader remit. 

The CEHR will not be fully operational until the end of 2006.  The establishment of the CEHR will require primary legislation. After passage of the necessary legislation, the CEHR will be established and will exist in a shadow form until it is fully operational. 

 

Questions for consideration:
The following questions have been adapted from those put forward in the white paper. 

•  How can the CEHR ensure that all stakeholders (e.g. Faith Communities) have meaningful opportunities to shape its priorities and how it works? 

•  Should the CEHR be able to continue support for cases which have drawn on both discrimination and human rights arguments, after the discrimination element of the case has fallen away? 

•  How should the CEHR develop its overall mission to promote good relations between different communities?  What areas of activity should it support at local level?  How should it develop its role in areas where rights may conflict? 

•  Are the strategies for working with individuals, businesses and the public sector correct? 

•  What activities should the CEHR carry out at regional level?  Is the mixed approach – contracts, partnerships and co-location – an appropriate way to develop the CEHR's regional presence? 

____________________________________________________________ 

This unofficial summary has been prepared by the Department for Christian Responsibility and Citizenship 

of the Catholic Bishops Conference of England & Wales. 

 

A meeting to discuss the key issues arising from the White Paper will be held on Wednesday 30 June 2004 (12:00 - 2:30) at 39 Eccleston Square, London SW1V 1BX. 
 

 

 

