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1. Background

This Equal Status Policy was developed by Co. Donegal VEC through a project funded by the European Union’s Programme for Employment and Social Solidarity – PROGRESS (2007–2013). 
The Policy and Implementation Plan seek to enhance the services provided by Co Donegal VEC to all members of the public by:
· Assisting Co. Donegal VEC to meet its obligations under Equality legislation, including the Equality Act 2004 and the Equal Status Acts 2000-2008.

· Developing models of good practice in equality work across the organisation in our service provision;

The nine grounds on which discrimination is prohibited are: gender, martial/civil status, family status, disability, sexual orientation, age, religion, race and membership of the Traveller community.

1.1. Purpose of the Equal Status Policy

The Equal Status Acts 2000-2008 promote equality of opportunity and prohibit discrimination in the provision of goods and services, accommodation, and educational establishments. This Policy is designed to address equality in relation to Co. Donegal VEC and the services we provide and also on the occasions where we allow the use of our premises for training and other activities. 

1.2. The Equal Status Acts 2000-2008:
· Promote equality and prohibit discrimination (with some exemptions) across nine grounds;

· Prohibit sexual harassment, harassment and victimisation;

· Require reasonable accommodation of people with disabilities;

· Allow a broad range of positive action.

The Equal Status Acts apply to people who:

· Buy and sell a wide variety of goods;

· Use or provide a wide range of services;

· Obtain or dispose of accommodation;

· Attend or are in charge of educational establishments.

 (Please refer to Appendix 1 for further Definition under the Equal Status Acts 2000 – 2008).
2. Consultation Process

This Policy has been developed in consultation with representatives from our key stakeholders including students, representative organisations of groups that use the educational services we provide, and staff at all levels. 
3. Statement of Commitment

Co Donegal VEC values and promotes equality and diversity and seeks to ensure that it treats all individuals with dignity and respect. It is opposed to all forms of unlawful and unfair discrimination. Co. Donegal VEC seeks to ensure that:
· Everyone has the right to work and learn free from any form of discrimination, sexual harassment, harassment, victimisation, or prejudice;
· All individuals are treated with respect;
· Everyone has an equal right to participate in, receive, and benefit from the services of Co. Donegal VEC;
· Diversity is accommodated across the nine grounds covered by the equality legislation and needs that are specific to particular groups of  stakeholders are met;

· Reasonable accommodation is made for members of the public with disabilities;

· Cultural differences are seen as an asset to our organisation and that diversity is valued, celebrated and accommodated.
Co. Donegal VEC does not tolerate discrimination, sexual harassment, harassment or victimisation of students by employees and non-employees, such as other students or educational services contacts. This Policy has been developed to reflect this ethos and to comply with and exceed where possible Co Donegal VEC’s legal obligations under equality legislation.  
4. Other Co Donegal VEC Policies

This Policy should be read and is operated in conjunction with Co. Donegal VEC’s policies and standards:   
· Code of Ethics

· A Charter for Dignity at Work 

· A Code of Practice for Dealing with Complaints of Bullying and Harassment and A Code of Practice for Dealing with Complaints of Sexual Harassment;

· Complaints Procedure for Students;

· The work of Disability Action Group;

· Any other polices and standards related to supporting and maintaining the dignity of all while communicating, dealing or engaging with Co. Donegal VEC
5. Proactive Pursuit of Equality

Co. Donegal VEC is committed to the on-going promotion and enforcement of equality and diversity in the delivery of our services. Legislation allows for positive action to promote equality of opportunity for disadvantaged persons, or to cater for special needs of people from across all nine grounds. Our equality objectives are concerned with a number of key areas:

· Access to resources (including educational opportunities)

· Access to decision making  (including design and delivery of education provision)

· Valuing and taking account of the particular identity, experience and situation of groups that experience inequality.

6. Policy Implementation Plan
Co. Donegal VEC recognises the necessity of taking proactive measures in order for us to maintain an equality- competent organisation. Co. Donegal VEC undertook research and consultation prior to the development of this Equal Status Policy. Based on our obligations under the equality legislation and through the findings from our research, Co. Donegal VEC will take the following actions to assist with the promotion and provision of an Equal Status environment consistent with this Policy:

6.1. Access to information


In view of the large geographical area covered by Co Donegal VEC, information on our services will be made available through a wide range of media including traditional and multi-media forms.  Co. Donegal VEC will use information and communications technology in order to make information more accessible.  We will ensure that use of technology is sympathetic to the needs of members of the public with disabilities and older persons. 

6.2. Consultation

Co. Donegal VEC has consulted in the design of this Policy and will continue to consult with representatives of the various groups identified in current equality legislation to ensure that our educational services prohibit discrimination and promote equality of opportunity.
6.3. Communication with Students, Parents and other Stakeholders
6.3.1. Advertising and Marketing

· Advertising and marketing strategies will be non-discriminatory in terms of obligations under the Equal Status Acts;

· Advertising and marketing materials will communicate the commitment of Co. Donegal VEC to equality for all members of the public and will reflect and affirm the diversity of the community we serve;

· Advertising and marketing strategies will identify and make use of channels of communication that are availed of by groups from across the nine grounds.

6.3.2. Direct Contact

In our direct contact with students, parents and other stakeholders, Co. Donegal VEC seeks to ensure that:
· they are dealt with in a considerate, courteous and open manner that is straight forward, consistent, professional and free from harassment.
· reasonable accommodation is made for people with disabilities and for the wider diversity of our students.
6.4. Materials
Information, promotional and other materials produced by Co. Donegal VEC will be provided where possible or practicable in a relevant and accessible manner as appropriate to students/ parents/ other stakeholders from across the nine grounds, upon request.  This may include using:
· Different media such as printed  materials and electronic media;
· Different formats such as: audio, large print and Braille and accessible electronic formats  such as: HTML, Microsoft Word and plain text email;
· Accessible website  which includes procedures  for changing  font size and colour for students with visual impairment  or learning disabilities such as dyslexia; and is in line with Web Content.

6.5. Customer Feedback

Co. Donegal VEC encourages feedback on the provision of our services from students, parents and other stakeholders from across the nine grounds and organisations representing groups that experience inequality. 
6.6. Training 

In line with our commitment to provide staff with the knowledge and expertise to deal confidently with members of the public and to be professional in the delivery of its education services, Co. Donegal VEC will endeavour to provide appropriate equality and diversity training and guidance for its staff at all levels in the organisation at induction and during CPD training. CPD training will be adapted to take cognisance of developments in equality and diversity issues.   
6.7. Access to Services
Co. Donegal VEC is obliged to provide reasonable opportunities for all members of the public to access  the education services we provide. This will be done by: promoting services in a manner which encourages access; by providing, where possible, programmes and courses at a wide variety of venues, dates and times; by use of electronic access to education services; and by distance learning. 
6.8. Reasonable Accommodation of People with Disabilities

Co. Donegal VEC is obliged to provide reasonable accommodation for students with disabilities.  This will be done by providing, where appropriate and reasonable, special facilities for people to access services without undue difficulty to ensure that they are not excluded by physical, systemic, communications and attitudinal barriers.   
6.9. Reasonable Accommodation of Diversity

Co. Donegal VEC is committed to the reasonable accommodation of diversity in the provision of our education services. A culture of equal opportunity is created by avoiding the use of discriminatory language in all documentation and by portrayal of activities in a non-discriminatory way where pictures or other illustrations are used.
There will be no express or implied discrimination against any member of the public at any stage.  Assumptions about the eligibility of individuals for certain services / education programmes on grounds of gender, marital/civil or family status, sexual orientation, religion, age, disability, race or membership of the Traveller community will not be made.  All questions asked will be directed solely towards assessing the eligibility of potential service users for the service based on pre-determined criteria.
7. Responsibility for Implementation
Co Donegal VEC and the Chief Executive Officer have ultimate responsibility for the effective implementation of the Equal Status Policy.  While each staff member has a responsibility to ensure equality of opportunity for members of the public in accessing and delivery of our services and to prohibit discrimination and promote equality, Section Heads/Line Managers

 have a specific responsibility to promote the provisions of this Policy. All individuals, whether directly employed or contracted by the Co. Donegal VEC, have a duty and responsibility to uphold the principles of this Policy.

Co. Donegal VEC will ensure that management at all levels actively supports, encourages and implements equality in the provision of services. To this end, equality issues will be an agenda item at  staff, section and departmental meetings.  Also, management will be actively involved in a regular review of implementation of the Policy through appropriate steering groups and local liaison in schools and centres. The Education Plan and Annual Report will contain information on the review and implementation of the Policy.
This Policy will be communicated to all staff so that they are aware of their responsibilities in this area.

Co. Donegal VEC has established an Equality Action Group which will oversee the implementation of the Equal Status Policy across the organisation. 
8. Complaints and Appeals Procedures 
Co. Donegal VEC is committed to delivering a quality service in an open and transparent manner, with courtesy and sensitivity.  Students who believe they have suffered any form of discrimination, harassment or victimisation are entitled to raise the matter through the appropriate grievance procedure.  Copies of the Code of Practice for Dealing with Complaints of Bullying and Harassment and Code of Practice for Dealing with Complaints of Sexual Harassment and of the Complaints Procedure for Students are available from Head Office and on Co Donegal VEC’s website. Every effort will be made to ensure that any person making a complaint is not victimised.
9. Monitoring and Review
The Equality Action Group will report to the Strategy Development Team who will 
· monitor and review its activities on a regular basis 

· amend the Policy to reflect developments in equality legislation and best practice.  
· Report on the Policy’s implementation annually in the Annual Report  
The person responsible for the monitoring and review of this policy is:  Cróna Gallagher, AEO
This policy is effective from:  December 2012
Mr Shaun Purcell
 Chief Executive Officer ( designate)
Appendix One – Definitions, Equal Status Acts 2000 - 2008
Discrimination
Discrimination is defined as the treatment of a person in a less favourable way than another person is, has been, or would be treated in a comparable situation on any of the nine grounds which exists, existed, may exist in the future or is imputed to the person concerned. There are different types of discrimination covered including indirect discrimination, discrimination by imputation and by association. Discrimination is particularly prohibited in relation to the area of selection, advertising and publicity materials.

The nine discriminatory grounds are:

· Age

· Disability

· Family status

· Gender

· Marital/Civil status

· Membership  of the Traveller community

· Race including nationality

· Religion

· Sexual orientation

Sexual harassment and harassment in the provision
Sexual harassment and harassment in the provision of goods and services is prohibited.   A person who is responsible for a place where goods, facilities, or services are offered to the public must ensure that any person who has a right to be there is not sexually harassed or harassed.   The ‘responsible person’ will be liable for the sexual harassment or harassment unless they took reasonably practicable steps to prevent it.

Harassment is any form of unwanted conduct related to any of the discriminatory grounds.   Sexual harassment is any form of unwanted conduct of a sexual nature.   In both cases it is conduct which has the purpose or effect of violating a person’s dignity and creating an intimidating, hostile, degrading, humiliating or offensive environment for the person.

Victimisation
Victimisation is prohibited.  Victimisation occurs where adverse treatment by a provider of educational services, is made:

· As a reaction to a complaint of discrimination being made under the Equal Status Acts;

· To a person being a witness in any proceedings under the Acts;

· To a person having opposed by lawful means an action which is unlawful under the Acts.

Reasonable Accommodation
The Act requires providers of goods and services to accommodate the needs of people with disabilities through making reasonable changes in what they do and how they do it where, without these changes, it would be very difficult or impossible for people with disabilities to obtain those goods or services (unless it costs more than a nominal cost).
Positive Action

The Acts allow preferential treatment or positive action intended to promote equality of opportunity for disadvantaged persons or to cater for the special needs of persons or a category of person who because of their circumstances may require facilities, arrangements, services or assistance.

� These policies are currently under review; it is proposed to separate Bullying & Harassment, and Harassment into two separate policies; the likely outcome is that H & SH will form a separate policy.


� Principal/AEO/Coordinator/Head Office Line Manager
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