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Executive Summary & Recommendations

The Scrutiny Inquiry was established to review the Council’s Equality,
Diversity and Inclusion strategies, including, principally, the Including
Everyone framework. This included reviewing the implementation of the
Council’s Including Everyone framework, reviewing the performance against
the Council’s Equality, Diversity and Inclusion objectives, review the
development of the Council’'s new Equality, Diversity and Inclusion objectives
for 2025-2026 and reviewing the arrangements for engagement and feedback
with groups with 'protected characteristics' to help inform policy and approach.

The Overview and Scrutiny Committee re-established this Scrutiny Working
Group and membership on 15 October 2024 and agreed the Terms of
Reference and Objectives at its meeting on 26 November 2024.

Members of the Scrutiny Working Group

This Scrutiny Working Group is made up of members of the Personnel
Committee and members of the Overview and Scrutiny Committee.

The Members of the Scrutiny Working Group for 2024-2025 were: -

Councillor Rebecca Biegel - Chairman
Councillor Gemma Coton — Vice Chairman
Councillor Barry Wood

Councillor Lynne Parsons

Councillor Frank Ideh

Councillor Dr Chuckwudi Okeke.

Aims and Objectives
Aim:

To review the implementation of the Council’s Equality, Diversity and Inclusion
strategies (the Including Everyone Framework).

Objectives:

i). To review the implementation of the Council’s Including Everyone
Framework.

ii). To review the performance against the Council’s Equality, Diversity and
Inclusion objectives.

iii). To review the development of the Council’s new Equality, Diversity and
Inclusion objectives for 2025-2026.

iv). To review the arrangements for engagement and feedback with groups
with 'protected characteristics' to help inform policy and approach.

This inquiry has focused on Equality Diversity and Inclusion policies and
strategy and performance (i.e. relevant to the public sector equalities duties



provided in the Equality Act 2010) and not
broader community engagement issues.

The Council’s Including Everyone Framework
outlines the Council’'s approach to equalities,
diversity and inclusion and sets out its vision
to providing inclusive services, workplaces
and communities, equitable access to
services and equality of opportunity.

Cherwell District Council’s Equalities, Diversity and T e
Inclusion strategies are set out on the Council’s website here:
https://www.cherwell.gov.uk/info/5/your-council/1109/equalities-diversity-and-
inclusion

The goals and commitments of Cherwell District Council’s Including Everyone
Framework are set every four years. Sitting beneath this Framework are three
annual action plans, that reflect the different ways in which Cherwell Council
is working to make its organisation services and communities more inclusive.

The action plans have indicators to help measure progress against the goals.
Implementation is being overseen by the Equalities, Diversity and Inclusion
Member working group and reporting should align with quarterly business
plan monitoring.

Framework Action Plans

Cherwell Council has three inter-connected strands that help organise its
Equalities Diversity and Inclusion (EDI) work and has set goals and
commitments against each of these strands. These are tracked and measured
in a set of annual action plans, which sit underneath this framework.

Cherwell Council’s quarterly performance reports detail progress made to
date against the following objectives and measures for each strand:

e Inclusive communities
e Inclusive services
¢ Inclusive workplace.

It is against the law to discriminate against someone because of a protected
characteristic. The nine protected characteristics are:

. age

. disability

. gender reassignment

. marriage and civil partnership
. pregnancy and maternity

. race

. religion or belief

. sex


https://www.cherwell.gov.uk/info/5/your-council/1109/equalities-diversity-and-inclusion
https://www.cherwell.gov.uk/info/5/your-council/1109/equalities-diversity-and-inclusion

. sexual orientation.

This encompasses how the Council plans to eliminate unlawful discrimination,
harassment and victimisation, advance equality of opportunity and foster good
relations between different “protected characteristics” groups.

Key Lines of Enquiry
The Key Lines of Enquiry used to guide this scrutiny inquiry were:

Q1) What are the Council’s statutory duties, including the Equality Act 2010
and the Public Sector Equality Duty.

Q2) What are the Council’s strategies and key objectives delivery of EDI
strategies and responsibilities?

Q3) What are the arrangements for EDI in Procurement and
Commissioning and the Council’s legal responsibilities for services by
our partners and contractors?

Q4) To what extent and how is the Council working towards achieving a
diverse workforce and offering equality of opportunity in employment,
recruitment selection, training, and development?

Q5) To what extent and how is the Council ensuring that the workplace is
free from discrimination, victimisation, or harassment of any kind where
staff are treated with respect?

Q6) To what extent do the Council policies provide clear guidance to all
employees about what is expected of them and what they can expect
from us as an employer?

Q7) To what extent and how is the Council pro-active in promoting and
supporting equality in the workforce?

Q8) What Equality training is provided for staff to ensure they are made
aware of their rights and responsibilities?

Q9) What are the consultation and engagement arrangements relevant to
delivery of the Council’s EDI strategies and responsibilities?

Q10) How does the Council measure EDI progress and informs the public
and our staff about progress on EDI.

Witnesses to the Inquiry

The Scrutiny Woking Group heard evidence from the following witnesses
during 2024-2025:

e Councillor Chris Brant — Portfolio Holder for Corporate Services (attending
two of the meetings)

Nicola Riley, Assistant Director Wellbeing & Housing

Claire Cox, Assistant Director Human Resources

Shona Ware - Assistant Director of Customer Focus

Celia Prado-Teeling - Performance Team Leader



e David Cruchley - Senior Youth Partnerships Manager, Oxfordshire Youth.

Recommendations
Equality and Service Delivery

Recommendation 1

That a refreshed Council Equality Diversity and Inclusion (EDI) strategy and
framework be developed and agreed by the Executive for ratification by full
Council in 2025, with refreshed EDI objectives Key Performance Indicators
(KPls) to ensure that they link directly and cross reference to the Council’s
EDI strategy framework, with KPIs clearly referenced against the delivery of
each EDI strand.

Recommendation 2

That the Council's Equality Diversity and Inclusion (EDI) strategy focus and
cross reference directly and specifically to the delivery of the key statutory
responsibilities from the Public Sector Equality Duty.

Recommendation 3
That Equality Diversity and Inclusion (EDI) audits of public facing services be
undertaken to ensure maximum accessibility and inclusion.

Recommendation 4
That the Council review all policies plans and projects to make sure that they
have up to date EIA assessments in place.

Equality in Employment

Recommendation 5
That the Council further explore opportunities to achieve further accreditation
and better publicise the accreditation that the Council already has.

Recommendation 6
That the Council’s recruitment process be reviewed to make it more inclusive
and remove irrelevant barriers to recruitment.

Recommendation 7
That the Council should actively facilitate the creation of staff diversity
networks and embed this approach.



Equalities Communications and Engagement

Recommendation 8

That the Cherwell District Council Consultation and Engagement Strategy
2025 — 2029 include strategies and actions for monitoring response rates
among individuals from each of the Protected Characteristics. This should
involve incorporating diversity monitoring questions in all consultation and
engagement surveys, providing essential evidence for decision-making across
all areas of Council policy and service delivery.

Recommendation 9

That a full Equality Diversity and Inclusion (EDI) audit of the Council website
and communications be undertaken to ensure that the Council web
communications effectively engage with all sections of the community.

Measuring Progress

Recommendation 10

That the Council Equality Diversity and Inclusion (EDI) objectives / KPIs
reflect meaningful outcomes to be delivered for each key strand, as well as
measurable outputs and outcomes (metrics) with milestones and
implementation dates.



1.1.

1.2.

1.3.

1.4.

1.5.

1.6.

Introduction

The Equality Act 2010 came into force in October 2010 and legally protects
people from discrimination in the workplace and in wider society. It replaced
previous anti-discrimination laws with a single Act, making the law easier to
understand and strengthening protection in some situations. The Act covers
nine protected characteristics, and these are the grounds upon which
discrimination is unlawful. The characteristics are:

« Age

« Disability

«  Gender Reassignment’

» Marriage Or Civil Partnership (In Employment Only)

* Pregnancy And Maternity

* Race
* Religion Or Belief
+ Sex

*  Sexual Orientation

The Equality Act 2010 introduced the Public Sector Equality Duty (PSED),
which requires that all public bodies, such as the Council, consider all
individuals when conducting their day-to-day work, shaping their policies, and
delivering services. The Act also outlines the ‘protected characteristics’ — the
specific aspects of identity protected from discrimination.

As an organisation providing services to a diverse community, it is vital for the
Council to consider the protected characteristics in all that we do.

The Public Sector Equality Duty requires public bodies, in the exercise of their
functions, to have due regard to:
¢ Eliminate unlawful discrimination, harassment, victimisation, and other
conduct prohibited by the Act.
e Advance equality of opportunity between people who share a protected
e characteristic and those who do not.
e Foster good relations between people who share a protected
characteristic and those who do not.

In addition to these ‘general’ duties, there is also a ‘specific’ duty. This
includes a requirement for public sector bodies to prepare and publish one or
more equality objectives at least every four years.

As an employer and deliverer of services, Cherwell Council is committed to
eliminate unlawful discrimination, promoting equal opportunities and fostering
good relations between people from all communities.

! Before, during and after transition. This wording is the terminology used in the Equality Act;
transgender (or Trans) is now the accepted terminology. The Council understands there are many
different identities which fall under the Trans umbrella, including identities outside of the gender
binary.



1.7.

1.8.

1.9.

1.10.

1.11.

1.12.

1.13.

Including Everyone

The Council’s Including Everyone framework sets out its commitment for
progressing equality. The Strategy and Action Plan outlines its equality
objectives, describes how it will fulfil its moral, social and legal obligations and
what we will do to make Cherwell a place where people get along with each
other and treat each other with dignity and respect.

The Strategy covers inequality in terms of age, disability, gender
reassignment (transgender/trans), marriage and civil partnership, pregnancy
and maternity, race, religion or belief, sex and sexual orientation and is aimed
at those who live, work in and visit the district, as well as elected Councillors
and employees of the Council.

Why is Equality Important?

As a public service provider, we believe that it is important that the Council
recognises that our residents and customers come from different
backgrounds; this enables the Council to design and deliver services that
meet the needs of the communities we serve. By understanding these
differences and encouraging others to do the same, we can improve the
quality of life for everyone by ensuring people who live, work, or visit our
district are treated fairly, with respect and are given the same chances and
opportunities by taking into consideration their different needs.

As an employer, we believe that it is in the Council’s interests and in the
interests of all who work for the Council that we ensure that every possible
step should be taken to ensure that individuals are treated equally and fairly
and that decisions in recruitment and selection, training, promotion, and
career management are based solely on objective and job-related criteria and
that reasonable adjustments are made where feasible.

Public Sector Equality Duty

As part of the Equality Act 2010, public authorities must comply with the
Public Sector Equality Duty. The equality duty replaced the previous race,
disability and gender equality duties and was developed to extend across all
the protected characteristics.

It consists of a general equality duty, supported by specific duties and requires
public authorities to consider or think about how their policies or decisions
affect people who are protected under the Equality Act. Private organisations
and individuals don’t have to comply with the duty.

The general duty requires public bodies to have due regard to the need to:
e Eliminate unlawful discrimination, harassment and victimisation and
other conduct prohibited by the Act
e Advance equality of opportunity between people who share a protected
characteristic and those who do not



1.14.

1.15.

2.1.

2.2.

2.3.

e Foster good relations between people who share a protected
characteristic and those who do not

¢ In addition, public authorities also have specific duties and must do the
following:

e Publish equality information at least once a year to show how they’ve
complied with the equality duty

e Prepare and publish equality objectives at least every four
years.

The publication of a new Equality Strategy will support the
Council in meeting the general and specific duties placed on us
as part of the Equality Act.

Having reviewed the Council’s strategy and performance, we
believe that the Council generally meets the Public Sector
Equality Duty (PSED), but its policies tend to be more “non-
discriminatory” than proactively anti-discriminatory. We
have also suggested that the new strategy could be more
clearly aligned to the main statutory requirements of the T
Equality Act to show how these are delivered by Cherwell District
Council.

Equality Act 2010: guidance

Information and guidance on the Equality Act 2010, including age
discrimination and public sector Equality Duty.
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/equality-act-2010-quidance

Equality and Service Delivery

The Scrutiny Working Group reviewed the Council’s equalities diversity and
inclusion strategy; - the Including Everyone Framework throughout the
scrutiny inquiry. This strategic framework outlines and directs how the Council
delivers its statutory and organisational priorities for Equality Diversity and
Inclusion into practice. The framework has not been updated in four years and
is due to be updated, which provided an opportunity for the Scrutiny inquiry to
feed into the development of the new framework informally, as well as through
the formal report and recommendations to the Executive.

During the scrutiny inquiry the Working Group also reviewed the Council’s
current Diversity and Inclusion Action plan and the Public Sector Equality Duty
(PSED), with presentations and questions and answers from the Assistant
Director Human Resources.

A recent organisational restructure has resulted in internal EDI policies being

managed by Human Resources, while external EDI policies are overseen by
the Housing and Wellbeing department. Nevertheless, the accessibility of

10
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2.4.

2.5.

2.6.

2.7.

specific services remains the responsibility of the relevant departmental
service providers.

EDI Strategies and Approaches

During this review, the Scrutiny Working Group has researched and
considered examples of other equalities diversity and inclusion strategies of
other local authorities, to help consider the direction of

Cherwell’'s new strategy. These have included: e o
. _ srrr’;'ezs'b" Nd Djyep:
e Equality Framework for Local Government, published J¥ 2021723 Isity

\

by the Local
Government Association (LGA).

e Kirklees Council Inclusion and Diversity Strategy.

e South Oxfordshire District Council Diversity and
Inclusion Strategy.

e Vale of White Horse District Council Diversity and
Inclusion Strategy.

e Oxford City Oxford Equality, Diversity and
Inclusion (EDI) Strategy.

The current Including Everyone Framework was NS /
established during a shared service partnership with Oxfordshire
County Council, reflecting the organisation's priorities at that time. Since

separating from Oxfordshire County Council, the strategic direction of the two
organisations has diverged significantly.

A New Strateqgy for Cherwell

Having carried out this review of Council’s EDI strategy, we are
recommending that a refreshed Council EDI strategy and framework be
developed to bring it up to date and tailored more specifically to Cherwell and
with refreshed EDI objectives that they link directly to the Council’s EDI
strategy framework.

Recommendation 1

That a refreshed Council Equality Diversity and Inclusion (EDI) strategy
and framework be developed and agreed by the Executive for ratification
by full Council in 2025, with refreshed EDI objectives Key Performance
Indicators (KPIs) to ensure that they link directly and cross reference to
the Council’s EDI strategy framework, with KPls clearly referenced
against the delivery of each EDI strand.

We have found the current EDI strategy is still generally effective and fit for
purpose. Developing a new, tailored EDI strategy specifically for Cherwell
should ensure the following:
. The EDI strategy is up to date with legislation
. The strategy is relevant and tailored to the district, with potential for it
to be coproduced by service-users

11



2.8.

2.9.

2.10.

2.11.

2.12.

2.13.

. The strategy is coproduced by Cherwell staff to represent Cherwell
District Council needs and values

. A new strategy would build upon a culture of EDI across the Council
and in its service delivery, embedding a culture of EDI across the
Council and its service delivery.

We heard in evidence that the Council generally meets the Public Sector
Equality Duty (PSED), but its policies tend to be more “non-discriminatory”
than proactively “anti-discriminatory” and that further work was needed to
make this developmental step forward.

A Golden Thread

Having revised other local authority EDI strategies and performance
frameworks we have found that many of them are more clearly linked to
meeting the specific duties in the Equality Act and the Protected
Characteristics, which can make the framework clearer to follow it its delivery
of those statutory duties.

The Council's EDI strategy should also focus and cross reference directly and
specifically to the delivery of the key statutory responsibilities from the
Equalities Act 2010 Public Sector Equality Duty. This should include,
specifically, how the Council will ensure equality, inclusion and foster good
relations between all and each of the protected characteristics groups, for its
own staff and for its service uses and in the wider community (community,
services workplace).

Recommendation 2

That the Council's Equality Diversity and Inclusion (EDI) strategy focus
and cross reference directly and specifically to the delivery of the key
statutory responsibilities from the Public Sector Equality Duty.

The Public Sector Equality Duty (PSED) requires public authorities to have
due regard to how their functions will affect people with different protected
characteristics. These functions include their policies, programmes, and
services.

Cross referencing to the specific duties of the Equalities Act Protected
Characteristics will make it clearer how the Council is delivering and going
beyond the Equalities Act 2010 to identify any gaps, through the way it is
setting clear objectives and monitoring progress against these.

EDI Audits

The revised framework, along with specific diversity and inclusion goals, also
needs to be agreed in conjunction with the Council’s new Corporate Plan in
2025. As corporate priorities and services are aligned to the new Corporate
Plan and the refreshed EDI strategy, we are also recommending that EDI
audits should be undertaken for all services, in line with the refreshed EDI
performance framework.

12




2.14.

2.15.

2.16.

2.17.

2.18.

2.19.

Recommendation 3

That Equality Diversity and Inclusion (EDI) audits of public facing
services be undertaken to ensure maximum accessibility and inclusion.

Equality Impacts

Although there is not a specific legal requirement for the Council to undertake
an equality impact assessment, we are legally required to demonstrate that
we have given ‘due regard’ to eliminate unlawful discrimination, harassment,
and victimisation; advance equality of opportunity and foster good relations. In
practice this means that equality considerations still need to be evidenced in
our decision-making processes and policies.

Any potential impact on equality should be considered before any key
decisions are made and should be integrated into day-to-day policymaking,
business planning and other decision-making arrangements. This is
particularly relevant when making difficult financial decisions; if we are
proposing to stop, reduce or change a service then we must have relevant
equalities evidence to justify this.

Reports presented to Council committees and the Corporate Leadership
Team include a section on ‘Equality Implications.” However, these sections
lack explicit Public Sector Equality Duty compliance and do not outline
necessary mitigating actions.

Equality Impact Assessments

The Scrutiny Working Group considered the Council’s Equalities Impact
Assessments Process. The Council carries out Equality Impact Assessments
(ElAs) to assess the effects of all new policies and proposals. The Scrutiny
Working Group found that whilst the EIA template mostly aligns with the
Public Sector Equality Duty, it does not do so explicitly.

We have found that the current application of ElAs is sufficient in
understanding the equalities impact for major changes, as this has been
undertaken for the previous five years. There are, however, policies plans and
services more than five year old that have not been EIA assessed. We are
therefore recommending that the Executive agree that all policies plans and
projects to make sure that they have up to date EIA assessments in place.

Recommendation 4

That the Council review all policies plans and projects to make sure that
they have up to date EIA assessments in place.

Reviewing the current EIA template should also ensure it remains fit for
purpose.

13




2.20.

2.21.

2.22.

2.23.

2.24.

2.25.

EDI Events

Council events could also be more effectively used in support of its EDI
engagement, and we believe that the Council should also commit to
supporting and delegating the creation and design of events to relevant
officers with an EIA process.

We believe that the Council should commit to supporting and delegating
the creation and design of events to relevant officers with an EIA
process.

Procurement and Commissioning

During the scrutiny inquiry we considered how equality diversity and inclusion
is delivered through the Council’s procurement and commissioning
arrangements. The Council provides a wide range of services to residents
and businesses in the district. In some cases, these are provided directly by
the Council, in other cases, by our partners and contractors.

When a supplier provides goods, services or works on behalf of the Council,
the ultimate legal responsibility for meeting the requirements of the Equality
Act and Public Sector Equality Duty remain with the Council. We believe that
it is therefore important to ensure that the Council’s equality obligations are
part of the terms of a contract so that we know they will monitor the impact on
service users and those they employ.

Specifically, we believe that the Council should:

e Communicate its equality diversity and inclusion principles and
strategies to all potential contractors and service providers,

e Ensure contractors and service providers have policies, procedures
and practices that do not discriminate and deliver goods, facilities and
services that are appropriate and accessible,

e Provide opportunities for all to be able to bid and be awarded Council
contracts from an equal basis; and

¢ Monitor the contracts and service arrangements to ensure they are
meeting their equality commitments.

EDI Accreditation

We believe that the Council should explore opportunities to achieve
accreditation and better publicise the accreditation that it already has. This
could include, for example, neuro-diversity, to ensure that we are meeting
high standards of inclusion for people with neurodiverse conditions and
making use of their talents.

Recommendation 5

That the Council further explore opportunities to achieve further
accreditation and better publicise the accreditation that the Council
already has.

14




2.26.

2.27.

3.1.

3.2.

3.3

3.4.

3.5.

Achieving accreditation will help the Council’s image as an inclusive, and thus
attractive, employer.

In achieving accreditation, a stronger EDI culture can be fostered as current
staff will feel more supported and bought-in to the EDI mission and
prospective staff and candidates will not feel excluded.

Equality in Employment

The Council’s Including Everyone framework pulls together the Council’s
commitment to equality within the workplace. As part of supporting the
delivery of this strategy there are additional guidance documents, focusing on
specific elements of equality. These can be added to, as required, through the
life of this strategy.

We believe that the Council’'s HR policies should be clear and pro-active in
promoting and supporting equality in the workforce. This includes eliminating
bullying and harassment, addressing discrimination, ensuring equality in pay
and creating a flexible work-life balance.

Equal Opportunities

The Cherwell Council’'s Equal Opportunities policies meets its Public Sector
Equality Duty requirements by ensuring fair treatment in hiring and
promotions. Key points it should include are:
e Commitment to fair recruitment based solely on merit.
e Proactive outreach to diverse applicant pools at job fairs.
e Flexible working arrangements to support candidates with additional
needs.
e Reasonable adjustments for disabled employees, including alternative
application formats and workplace accommodations.
e Accessibility measures in the new Property Strategy to ensure all
buildings are accessible.
e Ongoing training and monitoring of employment practices to prevent
discrimination.

A Diverse Workforce

In evidence to the scrutiny inquiry we heard that the Council is continuing to
work towards achieving a diverse workforce and offering equality of
opportunity in employment, recruitment selection, training, and development.
The Council aims to ensure that the workplace is free from discrimination,
victimisation, or harassment of any kind where staff are treated with respect.

We have heard in evidence that the Council already reviews the proportion of

staff for each category of Protected Characteristics, and this is reported to
Personnel Committee on a quarterly basis. The Council consults staff on key

15
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3.6.

3.7.

3.8.

3.9.

3.10.

3.11.

3.12.

aspects of accessibility and inclusion and the Council has an Inclusion
Champion network.

During the scrutiny inquiry we have considered the range of policies in place
for its staff and prospective employees, but also, specifically the Bullying,
Harassment and Discrimination Policy in place to support Public Sector
Equality Duty compliance, the Members Code of Conduct, which also outlines
expectations regarding anti-bullying, discrimination, and harassment for all
Councillors and also Workforce Profile Statistics in reports to demonstrate
adherence to Public Sector Equality Duty data requirements.

These policies should support its staff and provide clear guidance to all
employees about what is expected of them and what they can expect from the
Council as an employer. To achieve this, we are recommending that the
Council’s recruitment process be reviewed to make it more inclusive and
remove irrelevant barriers to recruitment.

Recommendation 6

That the Council’s recruitment process be reviewed to make it more
inclusive and remove irrelevant barriers to recruitment.

Reviewing and streamlining the applications and interview process to better
respond to applicants’ needs, reduce barriers to recruitment and widen the
candidate pool.

Equality Training

Equality training is provided for staff to ensure they are made aware of their
rights and responsibilities. In particular, all managers should be trained on a
regular basis in equalities matters concerning employment. Similarly, there is
an expectation that all Members will attend Equality training. Equality issues
are an integral part of the Council’s training and development programmes,
regardless of whether the Council uses internal or external trainers. In
addition to the generic equality training, tailored equality training to reflect the
needs of specific services will be encouraged, particularly for services
engaging with external customers and / or where there is a significant
engagement with protected group(s).

We believe that it is important that the Council makes a strong commitment to
training and development for all staff. All staff should have equal access to
training and development and take positive action where appropriate for those
who are underrepresented in our workforce.

The Councils EDI training programme includes Equalities Diversity and
Inclusion training for managers and Equalities diversity and inclusion training
for all staff and for councillors.

One particular area we have identified that may be of particular focus for
incorporation into the Council’s training programme is training on neuro-

16
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3.13.

3.14.

3.15.

3.16.

3.17.

diversity and this was a full council motion on 21 October 2024. The full
motion agreed by Council can be found here:

Motion on Neurodiversity Meeting of Council, Monday 21 October 2024 (ltem
37.) https://Imodgov.cherwell.gov.uk/mgAi.aspx?ID=27375

We believe that the Council should introduce training for staff and
members on neurodiversity.

Ideally the Council’s EDI training suite should also be complemented with
face-to-face training and investigation of EDI topics determined by managers
concerns, to include statutory responsibilities and the Council’s EDI strategies
and policies and objectives.

In addition, we believe that the Council should actively facilitate the creation of
staff diversity networks. In our research we have found that staff networks are
a key part of the EDI culture at other councils. They facilitate and improve
coproduction and keep councils ahead of the curve relating to EDI due to the
EDI culture they foster.

Recommendation 7

That the Council should actively facilitate the creation of staff diversity
networks and embed this approach.

The Equal Opportunities in Employment Policy satisfies the Public Sector
Equality Duty but could do more to support equity in applying to jobs at the
organisation. In reviewing the organisation’s approach to employment and
recruitment, the organisation could attract a more diverse pool of applicants,
and successful applicants. Attracting diversity means that all vacancies can be
filled by applicants best suited to the role.

An Anti-discriminatory Strateqy

Cherwell Council is moving from “non-discriminatory” to an “anti-
discriminatory” strategy and we support this ambition. At the moment,
however, we have found that the Council does very little to show an anti-
discriminatory stance. In the future, the Council should for example, consider
creating a diversity and inclusion calendar. A diversity and inclusion calendar
is a tool that lists various cultural, religious, and social events, holidays, and
awareness days from different groups. Whilst this may seem like a ‘token
gesture’ to begin with, it could spark momentum for more EDI involvement
from staff and service-users.

17
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4.1.

4.2.

4.3.

4.4,

4.5.

4.6.

4.7.

Equalities Communications and Engagement

In evidence the scrutiny inquiry has heard that the Council wants to ensure
that anyone who accesses Council services either as a resident, visitor,
customer, or employee feels well informed about local issues; can get
involved, influence local decision making and gets the opportunity to tell the
Council what they think about its policies, procedures, service delivery and
work with partner organisations.

The Scrutiny Working Group considered the accessibility of Council
communications across different services. In the longer term, or as new
policies and services are introduced and refreshed, it may be good to review
and develop the systems for accessible communications used to engage with
residents with reference to the Council’'s EDI and EIA objectives, as
necessary.

It may also be useful for services to reflect upon the way they engage with
local residents and service users against these Equality objectives and take
opportunities where they arise to think about different sections of our
community. Diversity days, workshops or socials are a suitable way of
fostering EDI culture by allowing those from protected characteristics to speak
with others with shared characteristics.

We believe that the Council should commit to supporting and delegating
the creation and design of events to relevant officers with an EIA
process.

Engaging with Young People

One particular group that the Council wishes
to engage with more is young people. One of
the Council’s Equalities KPlIs is to “Collaborate
with partner organisations to involve young
people in volunteering activities and engage
with them to undertake active participation in
their local communities (KPI EDI1.05.01).

At Quarter 2 we heard that this was behind
schedule and that initial discussions with some
partners had highlighted the costs and
challenges associated with young people
undertaking volunteer activity.

In evidence we heard from David Cruchley - bavid Cruchley - Senior Youth Partnerships

. . Manager, Oxfordshire Youth, providing evidence
Senior Youth Partnerships Manager, to the Scrutiny Working Group.

Oxfordshire Youth, who provided an overview
of the ongoing work carried out by staff and volunteers, as well as the
complex growing needs of young people today.
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4.8.

4.9.

4.10.

4.11.

In evidence from Mr Cruchley the Working Group explored three key themes:
e Youth Leadership
e Youth Voice / Participation
e Young People Supported Accommodation Service.

He also introduced us to the Lundy Model of Child Participation, a nationally
recognised and adopted model of operation through four key concepts:

e Space

» Voice

» Audience
» Influence.

Members posed a range of questions surrounding youth work and
organisations within the district and how the Council can help in improving
and enriching youth work within Cherwell. It was suggested and agreed that
officers look to incorporate the principles of the Lundy model as well as other
wellbeing frameworks within the Councils emerging updated Including
Everyone Framework.

Principles of Engagement

In consideration of the evidence, we have considered overall, we believe that
the following principles should inform how the Council will make sure that its
engagement activities are flexible, focused, and appropriate for the diverse
needs of the communities:

e Plan and co-ordinate consultation and engagement on policy making
activities and decision making, the use of resources and, where
possible, work collaboratively.

e Actively encourage involvement from all communities, including those
from traditionally under-represented groups/areas.

e Be open and creative to the most appropriate methods to consult and
engage making the experience interesting, relevant, and worthwhile for
participants.

e Be transparent and build trust by communicating results and ensure
that the outcomes are used to inform the Council’s policies and
decision-making processes.

e Use the information from its engagement activities, alongside other
evidence, to inform the design and delivery of effective and efficient
services, within our current financial constraints.

¢ Build relationships with communities so sustained engagement can be
established.
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4.12. We believe that it is important to highlight and communicate the Council’s
equalities diversity and inclusion strategies and initiatives to the public and our
staff and celebrate achievements. The Council should communicate about
progress through:

An Annual Equality Report

Our information and advice services

The Council website

Media (including social media) for advertising and press releases

Through our community network.

The Community Engagement Strateqy

4.13. To ensure consistency, the Council has a separate Community Engagement
Strategy, that outlines the principles for consultation and engagement for the
Council and provides the Council with a consistent, corporate and agreed
approach to how we consult and use the results to inform our policies,
strategies and service delivery.

4.14. As part of the evidence hearings, we spoke with Shona Ware — Assistant
Director of Customer Focus and Celia Prado-Teeling -Performance Team
Leader (Customer Focus) on the Council’s Cherwell District Council
Consultation and Engagement Strategy and its interrelationship with equality
diversity and inclusion.

4.15. In consideration of engaging with our communities and service users and the
way in which this overlaps with delivery of the Council’s EDI strategies and
engaging with all sections of the population, the Scrutiny Working Group
considered the refresh of the Council’s Consultation and Engagement
Strategy.

4.16. We believe that Cherwell District Council’s Consultation and Engagement
Strategy 2025 — 29 should include strategies and actions for monitoring
response rates among individuals from each protected characteristic. This will
involve incorporating diversity monitoring questions in all consultation and
engagement surveys, providing essential evidence for decision-making across
all areas of council policy and service delivery.
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4.17.

4.18.

4.19.

4.20.

4.21.

4.22.

Recommendation 8

That the Cherwell District Council Consultation and Engagement
Strategy 2025 — 2029 include strategies and actions for monitoring
response rates among individuals from each of the Protected
Characteristics. This should involve incorporating diversity monitoring
questions in all consultation and engagement surveys, providing
essential evidence for decision-making across all areas of Council
policy and service delivery.

Web Accessibility

During the scrutiny inquiry we also considered the Council’s website and web
accessibility. In modern times the internet has become one of the main ways
in which service users and people in general interact and communicate with
public services and with each other.

The Council’s website, Customer Services, Housing and Revenue and
Benefits (among others) already provide different ways for service-users to
interact, e.g. documents in large print, interpreters/translations. However, this
is only done on a case-by-case basis and is not built into the system. Being
proactive, rather than reactive, will make the Council more accessible and
more ‘anti-discriminatory’.

We heard in evidence that the Council's website meets 88.4% of the Level AA
Web Content Accessibility Guidelines (WCAG) and 92.5% of Level A criteria.
Plans for the 2024/25 EDI Action Plan include conducting an EIA on the
website’s accessibility and updating its accessibility section.

The Council website sits below the national local council median for
accessibility according to the WCAG AA Success Criteria (around the 43rd
percentile). According to the legislation, the Council website is not compliant
as it is not fully Level AA.

There is currently no automated system in place to assess staff intranet
accessibility against WCAG standards?.

We are therefore recommending that a full EDI audit of the Council website
and communications be undertaken to ensure that the Council web
communications effectively engage with all sections of the community.

Recommendation 9

That a full Equality Diversity and Inclusion (EDI) audit of the Council
website and communications be undertaken to ensure that the Council
web communications effectively engage with all sections of the
community.

2 Understanding WCAG 2.2 https://www.gov.uk/service-manual/helping-people-to-use-your-
service/understanding-wcag
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4.23. In the future, the Communications department could consider whether

5.1.

5.2.

5.3.

5.4.

5.5.

5.6.

dedicated training is needed for staff who publish web content. In developing
a system where staff who publish web content attend mandatory training
relating to web content accessibility, the content of the website will, in future,
remain ahead of the curve according to guidelines.

Measuring Progress

The Council measures its progress in delivering its equalities diversity and
inclusion strategies and priorities through its Including Everyone key
performance indicators. The goals and commitments of Cherwell District
Council’s Including Everyone Framework are set every four years.

EDI Action Plans

Sitting beneath this Framework are three annual action plans that reflect the
different ways in which Cherwell Council is working to make its organisation
services and communities more inclusive. The action plans have indicators to
help measure progress against the goals.

Implementation is overseen by the Equalities, Diversity and Inclusion Member
Working Group and reporting should align with quarterly business plan
monitoring.

During the Scrutiny Inquiry the Scrutiny Working Group has scrutinised the
performance the EDI performance indicators, by reviewing quarterly
performance reports with questions to the Portfolio Holder and officers. The
Scrutiny Working Group has also reviewed the framework itself and
considered to what extent the current performance KPIs and outturn
information are effectively measuring the implementation of the Council’s
Including Everyone Framework EDI priorities.

Cherwell Council has three inter-connected strands that help organise its
Equalities Diversity and Inclusion work and has set goals and commitments
against each of these strands. These goals are tracked and measured in a set
of annual action plans, which sit underneath this framework.

Cherwell Council’s quarterly performance reports detail progress made to
date against the following objectives and measures for each strand:

. Inclusive communities
. Inclusive services
. Inclusive workplace.
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5.7

5.8.

5.9.

5.10.

5.11.

5.12.

5.13.

5.14.

Equality Monitoring

The Council has a requirement to publish equality information at least once a
year to show how we have complied with the equality duty. This also makes
good business sense as it can help local people assess the Council’s
performance on equality, the impact our policies and practices have had, tell
us who is and isn’t using our services; understand why our services may not
meet their needs and help us to improve the delivery of our services by
identify any data gaps and address any issues. Any monitoring undertaken
must be proportionate and relevant and of a benefit to our communities.

The Council monitors its Public Sector Equality Duty compliance through
metrics on workforce composition by gender, race, disability, age, and grade,
comparing these statistics with local demographics.

The Scrutiny Working Group heard in evidence that the Council is currently
reviewing its process for gathering equality data to ensure an accurate
understanding of underrepresented communities and identify gaps.

The Scrutiny Working Group has reviewed the Council’s Equalities Diversity
and Inclusion Performance each quarter, with detailed questions to the
Performance Team Leader, Assistant Director of Wellbeing and Housing
Services and Assistant Director of HR and maintained an overview of
progress, and scrutiny of key indicators that were behind schedule.

During our review it was noted the KPI EDI1.03.01 “Work with partners to
promote an ethnically diverse representation at our voluntary sector forum”
was listed as “slightly behind schedule”. It was also noted the KPI EDI1.05.01
“Collaborate with partner organisations to involve young people in
volunteering activities and engage with them to undertake active participation
in their local communities” was highlighted “red” and “Behind schedule” in the
report.

The report commented that the forum was held on the 4 September and
despite increasing the circulation list and invitations, there was little take up
from the expanded group and said that more work needed to be done to
improve diversity of attendance at next year’s forum.

It was suggested that other youth organisations could be involved in seeking
out and engaging with young people who may be interested in volunteering. It
was noted that Oxfordshire Youth may be invited as an expert witness on this.

The KPI EDI1.05.02 “Raise awareness of the role of a councillor from an EDI
perspective within political leaders” was considered and it was asked what the
role of a councillor from an EDI perspective was. Members also discussed the
implementation of Inclusion Champions and noted that their involvement with
the red and amber indicators within the performance report would be
beneficial to the progression of EDI goals within the Council.
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5.15.

5.16.

5.17.

5.18.

5.19.

5.20.

Review of the EDI Performance Framework

In reviewing the Council’s EDI Performance Framework itself, the Scrutiny
Working Group considered if the metrics and indicators used in the
performance report were the right ones to measure the implementation and
impact of the Council’s EDI strategies.

It was noted that the KPIs had no timeframe or delivery target date / review
date. One progress description was “Delivering to plan” and it was queried
what this meant, and it was felt this wasn’t clear enough. It was noted that
indicators were listed as ‘green’ despite not being completed. Officers
explained in evidence that the green indicators marked the progress of the
actions against where the Council was expected to be operating against the
agreed timeframe, rather than fully implemented, but recognised that this may
be misleading, especially as there was no implementation timetable. It was
agreed that the presentation of information within the performance report as
well as the content and targets within the report could be reviewed.

It was also noted that KPlIs should be “SMART” (Specific Measurable
Achievable and Realistic) and measurable and that the inclusion of milestones
with implementation dates and outputs would be useful to help measure and
evaluate implementation progress. KPIs that also measure outcomes for the
organization or residents may also be more useful to measure impact.

Meaningful Outcomes

We have recommended that the Council’s EDI objectives (KPIs) be refreshed
to ensure that they link directly and cross reference to the Council’s EDI
strategy framework, with KPIs clearly referenced against the delivery of each
EDI strand. We are also recommending that the Council’'s EDI objectives /
KPIs reflect meaningful outcomes to be delivered for each key strand, as well
as measurable outputs and outcomes (metrics) with milestones and
implementation dates.

Recommendation 10

That the Council Equality Diversity and Inclusion (EDI) objectives / KPIs
reflect meaningful outcomes to be delivered for each key strand, as well
as measurable outputs and outcomes (metrics) with milestones and
implementation dates.

We believe that the Council should revise the current data that is
captured and consider more effective metrics.

As it stands, the Council captures a lot of first-order data, e.g. diversity
workforce statistics. However, understanding how policies make an impact
would be useful in understanding where ‘true deficiencies’ lie. We suggest that
it may be useful if the Executive were to commit to reviewing how data is
gathered and what the barriers to gathering effective EDI data are. We believe
that the Council should also review how EDI is monitored and what EDI data
is captured to ensure it remains fit for purpose.
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5.21.

5.22.

5.23.

5.24.

5.25.

6.1.

6.2.

6.3.

Oversight of EDI

We believe that the Council should design and implement an EDI oversight
structure (such as EDI Champions), who are able to influence and scrutinise
policies, projects and initiatives and support the organisation on its EDI
journey at service level.

As with staff networks, having an EDI oversight structure is integral to the EDI
culture of many other councils. They keep EDI at the heart of policy decisions
and maintain a strong EDI culture within the workforce.

As part of the Scrutiny Working Group’s review of community engagement it
was agreed officers would reach out to councillors for suggestions of
community groups that may be unknown to the Council to enable officers to
engage better. It was also suggested that officers could liaise with members
to investigate if it may be possible and appropriate to widen representation at
the Community Safety Partnership.

In addition to these overall monitoring arrangements, we believe that the
Council should aim to produce an annual report to outline progress and seek
feedback on how others see and experience progress.

It is also requested that each of the scrutiny recommendations agreed
by the Executive constitute an objective within the refreshed EDI Action
Plan.

Conclusion

The Scrutiny Woking Group has completed its review of the Council’s EDI
strategies, which was the culmination of work carried out previously, but with
the inquiry focusing in 2024-2025 not just on oversight of performance but
contributing to the review of the EDI strategy for the future.

This review has engaged with some of the key Council officers involved in
coordinating the EDI policy framework and performance, as well as the
Portfolio Holder for Corporate Services, but has also considered perspective
outside of the Council, with evidence from one of the Council’s delivery
partners engaging with young people, and a review of other Council’s EDI
strategies and national guidance.

We recognise also though that we were not able to speak to all Council
leaders and staff and to all relevant community stakeholders, this being a
limited review of a substantial topic. Work will go on to develop the strategies
and carry out further engagement further to our scrutiny inquiry. We recognise
that EDI is a concern across the Council and across our community and it is
for all Council leaders to adopt and implement the strategy to make it work
effectively.
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6.4.

6.5.

6.6.

6.7.

6.8.

6.9.

6.10.

6.11.

6.12.

Having reviewed the Council’s current Equality and Diversity Framework and
performance, it has agreed ten recommendations to the Executive. It is
hoped that this report and the recommendations will be found to be a useful
and constructive contribution to building a refreshed strategy and enhanced
EDI framework for the Council, not only as employer but as a community
leader.

Many of these recommendations may compliment or go beyond the minimum
necessary to fulfil legal duties of local councils relating to EDI. It is envisaged
that these recommendations will help shift the Council from ‘non-
discriminatory’ to ‘anti-discriminatory’ and would help foster an EDI culture that
would allow easier implementation of more robust EDI initiatives.

In addition to the main scrutiny recommendations, the report also makes
some suggestions, which may be a useful point of reference for taking EDI
forward.

The scrutiny recommendations are summarised throughout the report under
the main chapter headers and themes addressed in the report:

Equality and Service Delivery

Equality in Employment

Equalities Communications and Engagement

Measuring Progress.

The Scrutiny Process and Next Steps

The EDI Scrutiny Working Group was established to carry out this inquiry and
report back to the Overview and Scrutiny Committee, which it is hoped will
adopt the report and recommendations. Once the Overview and Scrutiny
Committee have agreed the Scrutiny Report and Recommendations, these
will be referred to the Executive for consideration and an Executive
Response.

There is a two month period within which the Executive should agree its
response to the scrutiny report and recommendations. The Executive may
agree, reject or amend the scrutiny recommendations made.

The agreed scrutiny recommendations (Executive decisions) made can then
be implemented by the Resources and Transformation department and other
Council departments as necessary.

After a suitable period of time, the Overview and Scrutiny should request an
update on the progress of implementing the Executive Response and
decisions made. This is likely to be around one year from when the scrutiny
report was agreed, (or whenever might be an appropriate time to review if
sooner).

We hope that through this inquiry we will be able to have played a part in
helping the Council carry forward its EDI priorities and make a constructive
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impact recognising and respecting the differences that make us strong both
throughout the Council and throughout our community.
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