DfI 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 categories that have not been identified in the EQIA? If so, what are they and can you provide details? 

· We do not believe that DfI has gathered all the necessary data required to inform its decisions on budget allocation.  The EQIA states that:
“The Department has also concluded that there is not enough sufficient (sic) robust data to determine impact on all Section 75 groups”.
We accept that some of the services provided by the Department are universal in nature and may be designed to be accessed by all citizens should they require them.  However, it is clearly established that not all citizens have equal access to services hence the need for equality legislation and monitoring.  It is disturbing to read that, 25 years on from the introduction of the Northern Ireland Act, Departments are finding it difficult to assess the impact of service reductions on Section 75 groups.
· We suggest that the Department should examine in more detail the data they hold from reports that they receive from funded groups in the Community and Voluntary sector.  We welcome the inclusion of data from Community Transport Partnerships to inform the EQIA but believe there is a much broader range of research which the Department could draw on to better understand the impact of cuts in Section 75 groups.  RCN is concerned that the EQIA states:

“There is no robust data to determine the impact on this group.”

in relation to Sexual Orientation, Political opinion, Religious Belief, Marital Status, Racial Group and Dependents.

· Womens’ Resource and Development Agency research has engaged with women from a Minority Ethnic background who report that they are more reliant on public transport.  This needs to be taken into consideration when the Department is considering cuts to public transport.

· Research by Womens’ Resource and Development Agency and other organisations have highlighted concerns about how the absence of street lighting impacts on the safety of women and girls and how concerns about street lighting are a barrier to women and girls accessing services, facilities, and public spaces. 

· There is a need to look at intersectionality in the EQIA and how it can compound the challenges to certain Section 75 groups.  For example, an older disabled woman living in a rural community will be adversely affected by cuts to budgets by the Department of Health which will be compounded by cuts to public transport and community transport by Department for Infrastructure and that may be further compounded by cuts to services provided by community and voluntary sector organisations funded by Department for Communities.

2. Are there any adverse impacts in relation to any of the Section 75 groups that have not been identified in section 6 of the EQIA Consultation document? If so, what are they?

· DfI 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.

· The impacts of these cuts on women are significant especially with cuts to both public transport and community transport being considered.  The proposal to reduce/turn off street lighting will have a disproportionate impact on women and young people and their sense of safety.  This will be significant during autumn and winter.  RCN is concerned that this will lead to an increase in violence against women and girls.  However, there is a lack of clarity on how cuts to street lighting would be implemented and the savings that would accrue. 

· Failure to invest in Vehicle Test Centres and their capability to test vehicles for diesel emissions will continue to have a detrimental impact on air quality which has been shown to have negative impacts on health.  This will particularly affect children and young people and older people who are more susceptible to respiratory issues.  We understand this issue is the subject of legal action taken by Friends of the Earth against the Department, but it should be identified as a potential adverse impact by the EQIA.

· The EQIA acknowledges that potential cuts to Community Transport schemes will impact more severely on women, older people and disabled people who all rely heavily on the services provided (particularly in rural communities).  RCN believes the Department should have included more detail within the EQIA on how this cut could impact various section 75 groups in different parts of Northern Ireland due to the data it holds on community transport provision.  

· RCN is concerned that DfI 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.
RCN would request that DfI clarify how the Department proposes to meet the duty as it is setting a budget for 2023/24.  There are some references in the EQIA to the additional challenges faced by Section 75 groups in rural areas in discussion on cuts to community transport and public transport.  Our understanding is that a Rural Needs Impact Assessment is to be published but it appears unlikely that this will happen before the deadline for comments on 12 June.
· Proposed cuts to the road gritting service are likely to have much larger impacts on rural citizens.  Although difficult to comment without the detail of how much of the road network will be left untreated, we assume that many of the routes left untreated will be in rural communities where people have less access to public transport.

· Again, although difficult to comment without the detail of how the further cuts in road maintenance will impact from the data provided in the EQIA the large volume of Category 1 defects are located on unclassified roads which we assume are mostly in rural areas.  The further deterioration in the rural road network is of concern to RCN considering the disproportionate number of fatal road accidents in rural areas:

“There were 35 people killed on rural roads in 2021 which accounted for seven in ten fatalities (70.0%).”[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Police Recorded Injury Road Traffic Collisions and Casualties Northern Ireland Detailed Trends Report 2021 
1st January 2021 to 31st December 2021
available at https://www.psni.police.uk/sites/default/files/2022-08/2021-detailed-trends-report.pdf ] 


3. Please state what action you think could be taken to reduce or eliminate any adverse impacts in seeking to manage the Department’s resource budget??
· DfI need to engage directly and intensively with Community Transport Association NI and the Community transport Partnerships.  Collaboration during this time of budget reductions will be a crucial act.
· Could the Department have further engagement with Department of Education to analyse whether school bus fleet managed by the Department of Education could be utilised to provide public transport capacity outside the core hours required to transport children to and from school. 
· Gender budgeting experts in Sweden exploring with women how budgets should be prioritised identified the need to grit footpaths and roads close to schools.  This led to a reduction in health spending in winter months due to the reduction in falls and broken bones.  This simple example demonstrates the power of open dialogue between budget holders, community groups and citizens that identified effective cost savings that minimised impact on citizens and saved public funds in another Department.

4. Are there any other comments you would like to make regarding the consultation process generally?

· RCN is concerned about the lack of detail in the EQIA, and the analysis provided of potential impact on S75 groups.  We acknowledge the very difficult position officials have been placed in in the absence of an Executive and the delay in the Secretary of State setting 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.
· DfI needs to analyse how projects and services it funds brings additional benefits for community development and wellbeing for some of the most excluded people in Northern Ireland.  The proposed ending of funding to Community Transport services will have knock on effects on people that will impact communities further.  This is particularly the case in terms of isolation and loneliness for older and younger people post pandemic.  Community transport and public transport together provide affordable mobility to large numbers of people from Section 75 groups in rural communities.  They provide transport to preventative GP, and hospital appointments reducing the burden on hospital services.  Without community transport its users would be unable to get to day care opportunities, education, and training.  Others would be unable to come into town for essential shopping and to catch-up with family and friends and take part in leisure and recreational activities.  There are no viable alternatives for most community transport members as the service is an integral part of their life.

· RCN is also concerned about the compounding nature of cuts across government departments on Section 75 groups.  We would suggest that officials from across Departments should have worked together, 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 society.

· Rural Community Network was alarmed to see the potential withdrawal of core funding from Community Places Planning Advice Service proposed as a way of balancing the Department’s budget.  Community Places is the only independent service available to community groups and individuals in Northern Ireland to support them to engage with planning.  In recent times they have supported our membership base with onsite one to one planning advice clinics, and we have jointly delivered work in rural communities examining the contested issues related to the location of renewable energy infrastructure.  Community Places has the technical ability and expertise to support groups and individuals right across NI to understand and be a part of the planning process particularly those who cannot afford to pay for access to private planning consultants.  At a time when public confidence in the planning system has been diminished by a series of legal challenges taken by campaigners, we would urge the Department to reconsider and retain funding for this essential service. 


