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DON'T DECOMMISSION US(uk)

Plans to merge Britain's equality bodies would deny disadvantaged groups 

their beacons of justice

By Simon Woolley, national coordinator of Operation Black 

Vote  simon@obv.org.uk

Trevor Phillips today undertakes the greatest challenge of his professional 

life. As the new chairman of the commission for racial equality (CRE) he 

must tackle a number of key problems at a critical time in British race 

relations. The daily asylumseeker bashing, coupled with the looming war on 

Iraq, has left many Asians, particularly Muslims, feeling they are under 

direct attack. And the media frenzy that followed the killings of 

Birmingham teenagers Charlene Ellis and Letisha Shakespeare seemed more 

concerned with demonising black people and black culture than with catching 

the murderers. All this at a time when figures show that 70% of black and 

Asian people live in the UK's most deprived areas. Britain's ethnic 

minority communities will look to Phillips for strong leadership. They know 

he must work with the government but they demand that, when necessary, he 

stand up to his boss, home secretary David Blunkett.

The CRE is itself under attack from this government, which seeks to consign 

it to the scrapheap in favour of a single equalities body (SEB). The 

rationale is Britain's implementation of EU equality legislation, which 

will cover discrimination in the workplace on the grounds of sexual 

orientation, age, religion, race, gender and disabilities. Prior to this, 

only the last three were covered. The government wishes to avoid setting up 

new separate watchdogs for age, sexual orientation and religion, so it 

plans to create a single commission. Julie Mellor, head of the equal 

opportunities commission, has come out in support of a single body. "The 

law currently offers different levels of protection for different groups 

and none at all for others," she says. This is especially true for someone 

who has been discriminated against on a number of levels. As the proposals 

stand, individuals might have the luxury of going into an equalities 

"onestop shop" only to find they have entered a Kafkaesque world that will 

leave them confused and beleaguered. For example, a disabled Muslim man 

refused rental of an apartment might feel discriminated against on the 

grounds of his religion, but he will be told that the law doesn't cover him 

because there is only protection against religious discrimination in the 

workplace . He is informed that he may be covered by the Disability Act if 

there is a question about access to the premises, yet on the grounds of 

race discrimination he is only covered if he can prove the landlord was 

referring to his country of origin or skin colour.

As the CRE has argued, the most effective way to deal with the problem of 

different levels of protection is not to put all the bodies under one roof, 

but to harmonise equality legislation. Common sense would dictate that this 

go further than covering discrimination within employment, and include 

education, goods and services, and public sector duties, as it does at the 

moment with race and (for Northern Ireland only) religion. This 

cartbeforehorse approach has led many to believe that the proposed SEB is 

about delivering equalities on the cheap rather than making a difference. 

It also pays scant regard to the historical context. The Race Relations Act 

of 1976 and the creation of the CRE did not come from a topdown directive, 

but from a grassroots black movement for justice in the 1960s and 1970s 

that took on appalling levels of racism. The same can be said for the 

continuing women's struggle, with many women still earning much less than 

men, which led to the Sex Discrimination Act and the creation of the equal 

opportunities commission. Disability activists, too, campaigned for more 

than 25 years before a legal watchdog  the disabilities rights 

commission  was set up.

The proponents of the SEB ignore the fact that within each of the existing 

bodies there are complex dynamics that can only be negotiated within a 

separate framework. The DRC, for example, which now receives over 100,000 

calls a year, has become a beacon of justice for people with a range of 

disabilities. And within it there are the struggles for priorities to be 

expected from any broad alliance. The CRE, too, wrestles with the tensions 

between commissioners from different ethnic backgrounds. But space for this 

philosophical engagement is vital and would be lost in a onesizefitsall 

equality body; inevitably, the issue of racism would become a lower 

priority. We have already witnessed this within the Labour party's own 

internal equalities debate. In 1997 the party addressed the lack of women 

in parliament by introducing allwomen shortlists. This produced 38 

ablebodied white women MPs. And to give one other example: in Burnley, 

because of these shortlists, Shahid Malik  a member of Labour's national 

executive committee  already looks like missing out in the next general 

election. Far from ensuring that equality bodies work more collaboratively, 

an SEB would engender a climate of competitiveness between each sector. If 

the government is serious about equalities, it should allow for new and 

reformed commissions, with harmonised legislation, along with a mechanism 

for greater collaboration.
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