DfC Budget EQIA Consultation 
Response from Rural Community Network
Background to RCN
Rural Community Network (RCN) is a regional voluntary organisation established in 1991 by local community organisations to articulate the voice of rural communities on issues relating to poverty, disadvantage, equality, social exclusion, and community development.  Our vision is of vibrant, articulate, inclusive and sustainable rural communities across Northern Ireland contributing to a prosperous, equitable, peaceful, and stable society.  Our mission is to provide an effective voice for and support to rural communities, particularly those who are most disadvantaged.  
RCN has over 200 member groups across rural Northern Ireland.  Its Board is representative of its membership base with more than half (12) elected democratically from the community.  The remaining representatives are from a mix of organisations that provide support or have a sectoral interest within rural communities. RCN’s aims are: 
· to empower the voice of rural communities
· to champion excellence in rural community development practice
· to develop civic leadership in rural communities
· to actively work towards an equitable and peaceful society
· to promote the sustainable development of rural communities

1. Are there any data, needs or issues in relation to any of the Section 75 equality categories that have not been identified in Section 6 of the EQIA consultation document? If so, what are they and can you provide details?

· We do not believe that DfC has gathered all the necessary data required to inform its decisions on budget allocation.  

· Whilst DfC may believe there is no evidence to indicate the budget allocation will negatively impact on sexual orientation there are many rural LGBTQI orgs across Northern Ireland who could contribute data and qualitative evidence on how these cuts will have significant impact on this group.

· RCN is concerned that DfC cuts will have disproportionate impacts on Section 75 groups in rural communities.  The Department needs to access data on that. It has previously been highlighted to DfC in various responses to the Department’s rural needs impact assessments that rurality, distance to services and social isolation can compound the inequalities faced by Section 75 groups in rural areas. 

· We believe there is a disproportionate impact on women and young men in terms of proposed reduction in employment support. 

· NISRA data shows that women rely more on employment support, child support and universal credit.  Reductions in these supports will have a disproportionately adverse impact on women.  The Department’s EQIA appears to ignore the additional impact on women by stating that both men and women will be impacted by the constrained funding available to support parity social security benefit delivery and the move to Universal Credit.  

· Funding for Discretionary Support grants scheme must be retained at the current level given the impact the proposed cut will have on exacerbating unstable debt levels in the most vulnerable households.  The cut to this scheme has the potential to lead to higher levels of homelessness and destitution in the most disadvantaged households which will put much greater strain on Departmental budgets.  A cut in the DS grants scheme is likely to lead to an increase in Paramilitary lending in some communities which flies in the face of the TEO strategy to eliminate criminality and paramilitary activity. 


· DfC needs to take into consideration the impact of cumulative cuts across multiple departments and the impact that this will have on the most vulnerable.  EQIAs from various Departments do not appear to be considering how proposed cuts across government will impact on S75 groups cumulatively.  That data should inform all Departmental budget EQIAs.

2.  Are there any adverse impacts in relation to any of the Section 75 equality groups that have not been identified in section 7 of the EQIA Consultation document? If so, what are they? 

· We do not agree that these cuts should be brought to bear as cuts across NI departments will impact on some of the most vulnerable people in society.  The imposition of this budget settlement on people in Northern Ireland by the UK government is profoundly undemocratic as a negligible number of voters in Northern Ireland opt to vote for the Conservative party.  We believe it to be morally repugnant for the NI Secretary of State to impose an austerity budget which will impact the most vulnerable people in society due to the failure of the DUP to re-enter the Executive.
· The Supporting People programme cuts will have substantial impact on multiple Section 75 groupings including those with disabilities and vulnerable older people.  We would urge the Department to avoid any cuts to the value of Supporting People funding.  The projects and services enabled by Supporting People offer support to some of the most vulnerable in society who are already impacted by the erosion of social security benefits and the rise in the cost of living.
· Young people, women and those with disabilities and health conditions are disproportionately impacted by the loss of European Social Fund projects and the failure of the Executive to implement a replacement fund.
· The Universal Credit five week wait will have a disproportionate effect on women.  The review of mitigations will have as equally as strong an impact.
· The failure to implement the Social Inclusion Strategies will have direct impact on women, children and young people, disabled people and LGBTQI people.
· The proposed cut in DfC’s capital budget which the Department estimates will lead to a reduction in new build social housing from 2,000-1,400 units next year is also of huge concern to RCN.  The target set by the Housing Executive for new build social homes in rural areas has been missed in seven of the past eight years.  A further reduction in social homes in rural areas will impact across all Section 75 groups.  Recent research by both the Housing Executive and the Office of National Statistics has shown that rents in the private rented sector are rising significantly across Northern Ireland reflecting the constrained supply of private rental properties.[footnoteRef:1]  Any further cut to the new build target will put further pressure on housing costs for Section 75 groups in rural communities and exacerbate poverty and inequality.  There are over 40,000 households on the waiting list for social housing any reduction in new build social housing will further exacerbate the housing crisis in Northern Ireland and put further strain on Departmental budgets. [1:  https://www.nihe.gov.uk/getattachment/56b0a328-6754-4b5e-8d00-8d7c38a975bd/performance-private-rental-market-NI-January-June-2022.pdf
https://www.ons.gov.uk/economy/inflationandpriceindices/bulletins/indexofprivatehousingrentalprices/march2023
] 

· The proposal to consider closing the Affordable Warmth scheme will impact on older people and disabled people in rural communities.  Research has shown that rural areas face specific challenges which can exacerbate their vulnerability to fuel poverty.  [footnoteRef:2] [2:  https://www.handiheatproject.eu/ ] 

· Any reduction in Libraries NI opening hours will have additional impacts on Section 75 groups in rural areas who use rural Libraries as meeting points and to access the internet using Public Access Terminals.  With fewer opportunities to access other services in many rural settlements mental and physical well-being will be adversely impacted.
· The proposal to significantly curtail or stop completely any capital projects in Culture, Arts and Heritage, Sports and Green growth will have significant detrimental impact on Section 75 groups.  Findings from the Continuous Household Survey show that: 

“Across a range of measures of personal wellbeing: life satisfaction, self-efficacy, locus of control and loneliness, analysis shows higher personal wellbeing among adults who engaged in culture, arts, heritage and sport than among adults who had not engaged in these activities.”[footnoteRef:3] [3:  https://www.communities-ni.gov.uk/system/files/publications/communities/wellbeing-engagement-culture-arts-heritage-sport-by-adults-northern-ireland-202122.pdf ] 


3. Please state what action you think could be taken to reduce or eliminate any adverse impacts in allocation of the Department’s budget?

· DfC should acknowledge that Section 75 of the NI Act requires them to promote equality and good relations between Section 75 groups rather than seek to minimise harm from inequality or the unequal impact of budget cuts.
· Community and voluntary sector organisations report that there are currently challenges with engaging rural protestant women, BAME and Disabled rural women.  Cuts to Community and Voluntary sector funding by DfC, coupled with proposed cuts to Community Relations programmes by TEO will make it even more difficult for our sector to engage with the most marginalised groups.  These are already challenging groups to engage and support – these budget cuts will have significant knock-on impacts that could last years.  The engagement challenge for Section 75 groups in rural communities will be further compounded by proposed cuts to public transport and community transport which will impact disproportionately in rural communities. 
· Women in rural communities take three times longer to escape from Domestic Abuse than women in urban communities. This needs to be taken into consideration if DfC seeks to reduce funding to community and voluntary organisations supporting victims of domestic violence.
· If the Department seeks to close JBOs one day a week as a cost saving measure, we suggest that it ensures Mondays and Fridays are protected from such closures.  Claimants in distress and seeking payments who need to see JBO staff face to face in a crisis should not need to wait an additional day over a long weekend if Fridays or Mondays are used as closure days.  Then closure of JBO one day per week is likely to be exacerbated by the reduction in funding for public transport and community transport proposed by the Department for Infrastructure.
· RCN believes there may be further opportunity to analyse how DfC can collaborate internally but also facilitate further collaboration between the statutory and the Community and Voluntary Sectors to mitigate the cuts.  The learning from the pandemic where Departments, particularly DfC, worked closely with the Community and Voluntary sector to reach some of the most vulnerable and isolated people should inform this approach.
· We need to build on conversations around collaboration.  RCN’s view is that it is DFC’s duty to explore every collaborative opportunity for delivery of services to vulnerable communities here.

4. Are there any other comments you would like to make regarding this pro forma or the consultation process generally?
· RCN is concerned that DfC has not undertaken a Rural Needs Impact Assessment of the potential funding cuts.  Under the terms of the Rural Needs Act NI 2016 a public authority must have due regard to rural needs when:
(a) developing, adopting, implementing, or revising policies, strategies, and plans, and
(b) designing and delivering public services.
DfC officials have said that no overall Rural Needs Impact Assessment is being undertaken on the proposed budget:

“Any savings decision planned to be taken by the Department, in relation to managing its Budget 2023-24 allocation, will be subject to a Rural Needs Impact Assessment”.
In RCN’s view this will mean that any negative impact on the needs of rural people will be ignored as budget lines where the Department makes funding cuts will already have been decided.  Case law, known as the Brown Principles, that interprets the implementation of the Public Sector Equality Duty in England states that:
“Attempts to justify a decision as being consistent with the exercise of the duty when it was not, in fact, considered before the decision, are not enough to discharge the duty….”[footnoteRef:4] [4:  https://www.equalityni.org/Employers-Service-Providers/Public-Authorities/Section75/Case-Law/Legal-Case-2 ] 

Undertaking Rural Needs Impact Assessment after cuts have been decided amounts to nothing more than a rear-guard action.
· RCN is concerned about the lack of detail in the EQIA, and the analysis provided of potential impact on S75 groups.  We acknowledge the difficult position officials have been placed in with no sitting Executive and the delay in the setting of the 2023/24 budget, nevertheless it is difficult for stakeholders to offer detailed and meaningful comment and to make recommendations for mitigations without the detail of which programmes and funding schemes are impacted.
· RCN is also concerned about the compounding nature of cuts across government departments on Section 75 groups.  So, for example, an older disabled woman living in a rural community will be adversely affected by cuts to budgets in Health and social care which will be compounded by cuts to public transport and community transport and further compounded by cuts to services provided by community and voluntary sector organisations funded by DfC.  We would suggest that DfC officials should have worked collectively across Departments in the absence of Ministers and the Executive to try and identify and mitigate these compounded impacts on some of the most vulnerable people in our community.

· Northern Ireland receives a block grant of over £14BN we need to look at how public services are delivered to reduce duplication. 

· When public finances are challenged, history shows that xenophobia and hatred for minority communities can spread.  Northern Ireland has made significant progress in addressing sectarianism, racism, homophobia, sexism, and misogyny in the past decade.  However, we cannot afford complacency as far right groups seek to exploit fear and discontent at community level.  The recent protest at the provision of asylum seeker accommodation in Portrush is a reminder of the need to continue to invest in the community and voluntary sector at grass roots level to continue to challenge prejudice and discrimination.

For further information contact Aidan Campbell Policy Officer aidan@ruralcommunitynetwork.org 028 8676 6670

