TEO 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. Do you agree that TEO has gathered the necessary data to inform its decisions around the allocation of its budget? If not, what other sources of data should the Department consider?

· We do not believe that TEO 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”.
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.
· The data informing the EQIA is drawn only from government sources (with exception of DCGRP data).  RCN and our members believe that there is a range of qualitative data and research generated by organisations in the Community and Voluntary sector and in academia that could have been used to better understand impacts on Section 75 groups.

· Whilst TEO 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 TEO cuts will have disproportionate impact on Section 75 groups in rural communities.  The Department needs to access data on that. It has previously been highlighted to TEO that rurality, distance to services and social isolation can compound the inequalities faced by Section 75 groups in rural areas. 

· Womens’ Resource and Development Agency has data that it has gathered and research that it has produced on the effects of violence on women and girls which TEO should draw on to support the need for funding actions emerging from the Executive’s Violence Against Women and Girls Strategy.  

· RCN is concerned that whilst data from the DCGRP is mentioned as a source we are unclear how this data has influenced the EQIA.  Because of cuts in other areas this will have further impacts in rural areas. This includes support to schools. 

· We are concerned that the impacts on children and young people of reductions in TEO budget are not being fully considered and question how the voices of Children and Young People are being considered in this EQIA process.

2. Do you agree with TEO’s assessment of the options for budget reductions?  If not, what other areas of the Department’s spend should be considered?
· 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 Department may need to consider further staffing reductions along with other NI departments.  We recognise that this cannot be achieved within a one-year budget – but may need to be considered in future years if this level of public sector austerity is maintained.

3. Do you agree with TEO’s assessment of equality impacts of the options considered for budget reductions?  If not, what other equality impacts does the Department need to take account of?

· TEO 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.
· Relationships that have been built up through years of community development work and community relations/good relations work and grant funding will potentially be lost if cuts to the CGRF and DCGRF are imposed.  This will have a negative impact on community relations at grassroots level and community relations could be impacted for years.
· There is the potential to lose Good Relations/Community Relations staff who will exit this type of work to seek other employment.  This impact, again, could be felt for years even if budgets are restored for following financial years.
· There are currently challenges with engaging rural protestant women, BAME and Disabled rural women.  The level of cuts to CGRF and DCGRF programmes will make it even more difficult for community and voluntary sector organisations to engage with the most marginalised groups.  These are already challenging groups to engage and support – this budget cut 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. 
· There remains more of a requirement for single identity work in rural communities where segregation and physical distance are still prevalent features of rural life.  Cuts to community relations and good relations funding will make this work even more important.
· 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 before TEO decides not to go forward with implementation of actions recommended in the VAWG strategy.
4. Do you agree that the TEO has correctly identified all relevant mitigations that could help reduce the adverse equality impacts of the budget reductions?  If not, what additional mitigation measures should the Department consider? 

· RCN believes there may be further opportunity to analyse how TEO can collaborate internally but also facilitate further collaboration between statutory and the Community and Voluntary Sector to mitigate the cuts.  The learning from the pandemic where Departments collaborated 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 TEO’s duty to explore every collaborative opportunity for delivery of services here.

5. Do you agree with TEO’s overall assessment of the business areas where budget reductions will need to be made?  If not, which areas of the Department’s business would be better able to withstand reductions?

6. Do you have any other comments you would like to add about this consultation – yes or no?
· RCN is concerned that TEO 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 like TEO to clarify how the Department proposes to meet the duty as it is setting a budget for 2023/24.  There is not even a single reference to rural communities, or the additional challenges faced by Section 75 groups in rural areas anywhere in the EQIA which is deeply disappointing.
· 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 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.
· 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 TEO.  We would suggest that TEO officials should have adopted an oversight role of all cuts 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.  Community relations and good relations work will be needed in the coming years more than ever.  Northern Ireland has made considerable 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 of the provision of asylum seeker accommodation in Portrush is a reminder of the need to continue to invest in community and good relations work at grass roots level.


