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Welcome by Anne Begg MP, Chair APP Equalities

Anne Begg welcomed participants and introduced the speakers.
Andrea Murray, Acting Group Director of Strategy, Equality and Human Rights Commission

See accompanying presentation

Response by Kayte Lawton, Research Fellow, Institute for Public Policy Research

Kayte thanked the Group for the opportunity to respond to this new research. It is really important that we have robust research like this to help us understand where the impact of the recession is greatest, so that we know how to target resources and support. From looking at this report, there seem to be three main groups of people:

1. Those who were not doing well in the labour market before the recession, and are being hit particularly hard now – so they are experiencing a double hit. They are young people, people with low levels of qualifications, and people living in deprived areas. 

· Low-skilled: this is the only group of people targeted by the government’s PSA on employment to have experienced a fall in employment over the last 15 years. Many will lack basic skills.

· Young people: have experienced unemployment at about double the level of the rest of the working-age population over the last 15 years.

· Deprived areas: Areas with the biggest absolute increases in unemployment are places that were not doing well in the good time – parts of the North East, West Midlands, Hull and some parts of Yorkshire, peripheral areas in North West, south Wales.

2. Those groups which tend to be disadvantaged in the labour market, but have not been particularly hard hit by the recession so far. These are older people, women, lone parents, disabled people and many ethnic minorities. 

· Women/lone parents – mainly to do with the kind of work they do.

· Older people – one would perhaps expect them to have higher risk of redundancy but this is not happening.

· Ethnic minorities and disabled people – not clear. There seems to be a different pattern from previous recessions. Is more research needed? 

3. Those who tend to do better in the labour market, but are being hit harder than average during the recession. 

· Men – this is not surprising given what we know about where job losses have been, e.g. in manufacturing and construction where men are over-represented. 

Implications

1. The need to deal with underlying problems in the labour market

· In many cases, the recession is exacerbating existing underlying problems in the labour market rather than putting new groups at risk.

· Responses have to deal with the underlying structural causes of labour market disadvantage, whilst understanding how the recession has added to, or changed, existing priorities.

· So, why is youth unemployment such an issue? Why have some areas not benefited from strong economic growth at the national level? Why haven’t we been able to raise skills levels at the very bottom? These were questions that we were dealing with before the recession, and the recession simply makes them more important. 

2. Having said that, we do need to deal with the more immediate challenges created by the recession as well. We need two sets of policies:

· Immediate assistance – such as the Future Jobs Fund. We need to recognise that these policies are about dealing with the effects of the recession and not about dealing with the longer term problems. So make sure they are targeted, short-term and avoid deadweight costs.

· Continue to address underlying structural problems in the labour market, whilst keeping an eye on how these are changed by the recession. 

3. The need to continue to support groups who do less well in the labour market, regardless of apparent impact of the recession

· Many of the groups which are not being particularly hard hit by the recession are coming from a relatively low base in terms of their labour market position

· They face serious underlying problems which will continue to need action, whether or not they are being placed at extra risk by the recession.

· Need more research into why ethnic minorities, disabled people and older people are doing better than average in the recession. 

4. Now is not the time to embark on a major re-evaluation of our approach to labour market inequality

· Yes, men are being harder hit than women right now – but women are more likely to suffer in future years as public spending cuts start to come through. 

· Yes, there are men who are facing particular challenges, e.g. where manufacturing jobs have been lost and not replaced, but most of this should be picked up by targeting the low skilled, deprived areas and young people. 

5. All of this should remind us that there were a lot of people not benefiting from the years of strong economic growth. As we think about what the labour market might look like after the recession, we need to be thinking about how employment opportunities can be improved for everyone and more fairly distributed across the population. 

6. This research is a great start, Kayte hopes it revisits the same data further into the recession. Further work looking at other aspects of labour market disadvantaged, such as pay and unfair dismissal, would be useful as well as research into the broader impacts of the recession, such as mental health and wellbeing. 

Response by Patrick Grattan, Secretary, Equality and Diversity Forum
Patrick suggested a need to be cautious about a ‘who has suffered most approach’. This can be negative, for example, as we saw in a series of views about the impact of the recession on gender last winter. Patrick’s analysis, discussed with the EDF earlier in the year, agrees generally with the EHRC/DWP analysis – it comes from the same data. Striking features are:

1. The return of a serious issue of youth unemployment after 10 good years, ranging from the unqualified to graduates. But employment of unqualified people has declined for 10 years and remains a key driver of inequality.

2. The continued strong employment performance of most BME groups despite the recession, reducing the employment gap.

3. The maintenance of the strong employment trend of lone parents (mainly women) despite the recession. 

4. Recession only makes the most acute economic inequality, which is disability, more acute.

There is a danger of losing the momentum on learning the lessons of the recession. The immediate consequence of recession is to reduce socio economic inequality as the better off are hit hard. The analysis shows that this recession and 1929 share remarkable parallels of uniquely high levels of inequality exploding. During the winter there was a lively public debate about not going back to the pre-recession status quo. That is already fading. Our job is to keep it in the public eye during the Manifestos and the General Election. We should keep the impact of a doubling of unemployment on individuals and families in the spotlight, given that those outside the economy tend to be remarkably invisible

Recession has had an impact on attitudes to fairness and Inequality. A recent Joseph Rowntree Foundation report ‘Understanding Attitudes to Tackling Inequality’ showed a new level of criticism of what constitutes fair pay at the top of the scale. This provides an opportunity – with the Government response on tax rates. But we should note that this does not change the political climate on attitudes to poverty and the central preoccupation of the majority who see themselves having a tough time in the middle. We need to relate the fairness agenda to the equality/discrimination agenda.

It should be noted that the recession has blown many major targets out of the water (though politicians are not keen to draw attention to this). These include an 80% employment rate, new housing targets, and unequal performance in early school years.

In relation to the public spending review, our interest should be in tackling the real implications of the recession on public revenue and spending, rather than phoney political positioning.

Discussion
In discussion, the following points were addressed:
· It was noted that, compared to other European countries, the UK has low levels of public spending and high levels of equality. 

· There is a need for evidence on which to base decisions about how to distribute a smaller amount of public funding.

· Concerns were raised that the recession will provide an excuse for avoiding compliance with equality obligations. It was pointed out that all public bodies have a responsibility to carry out equality impact assessments when introducing new policies. 

· The EHRC/DWP/GEO joint reports published do not cover self-employment or focus on SMEs broken down by equality group, but they may address these issues in future supplements.

· Older workers appear to be doing relatively well compared to young people, however Age Concern and Help the Aged are concerned that people may be working longer because they cannot afford to retire. EHRC will be doing future work on issues around the ageing population, dependency rations and pensions.

· There has been little research on groups beyond those directly covered by EHRC’s remit, for example, refugees entitled to work or travellers. 

· It was pointed out that there is not a trade-off between young and old workers in terms of employment rates; in fact, countries with high youth employment rates also have high rates of employment of older people. 

· The relationship between employment rates and education and training was discussed. It has become unusual for people to leave school and go straight into employment. 

· The issue of part-time working will be important for future research. More men are moving from full to part-time work but there is little evidence about the nature of men’s part-time work and whether this shift is permanent or if they will return (or would like to return) to full-time work after the recession. 

· The recession could be used to encourage a new model of working based on flexibility that is beneficial to many people, including older and disabled people and women. 
· Job insecurity is a big predictor of mental health problems. This needs to be the target of government policy and funding. EHRC would welcome discussions with Mind on how to address this. 

· Case studies suggest an increase in discrimination on grounds of pregnancy during the recession. EHRC would welcome hard evidence and cases of this as it is a difficult area to research.

AOB 
Members of the Group will be informed about the Group’s autumn programme of events during the summer recess – events are likely to focus on the Equality Bill’s passage through parliament.
Anne thanked the speakers for their contributions. In a recession, equality is more of a priority – not less – if we are to stop the poor and dispossessed becoming more so. 
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