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Interview with Renee Dempsey, 
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CEO, Equality Authority
Renee Dempsey is the new CEO of the Equality Authority. Equality News enquired about her career and her future priorities for equality in Ireland. 
Equality News (EN):

Is this a challenging time for the Equality Authority to move forward to implement policies and measures which promote equality at all levels in Irish society? 

Renee Dempsey (RD): 

There is no doubt that the challenging times being faced by Ireland as a whole is being faced by the Equality Authority as well. Like many others, our budget is tight and our capacity is stretched. However I do not believe that this has translated into any reduced commitment to implement the policies and measures that promote equality at all levels in our society. 

I say this for many reasons, but principally because, since I arrived here at the Authority, I have met the most impressive, committed, dedicated and expert people who are ‘Team EA’. My arrival followed a period in which many stressful things had happened in the economy, and like others, the Equality Authority was not immune to the new circumstances. For some, this might have meant that the objectives and commitment to the equality agenda would be diluted or reduced, but not for us. 

However, unlike previous difficult economic and societal changes, and challenging times, we are better placed now to respond effectively to these in equality terms. We did not have these supports in the 1990’s and are well placed to apply them to our collective advantage. Our legislative framework and the nine grounds it seeks to protect from discrimination, remains a highly versatile means of fostering equality and realising it for more and more people.

We in the Authority are acutely aware that equality is fundamental to society, and challenging though it is, we continue to do what we have always done, seeking to ensure that the agenda is delivered, identifying priorities, doing more with less, targeting key issues, forming strategic alliances and most importantly, continuing to do what we have always done, delivering top class service to our clients, customers and stakeholders. 
EN:

What will be your key priorities be over the next three years?

RD: 

Well, the simple answer to this is the delivery of the Strategic Plan, 2009-2011 launched earlier this year.  As you are aware, these strategic goals carry on where previous Strategic Plans leave off, striving to deliver the vision and enlightenment established in our equality legislation even with the challenges we face. 

The strategic goals may be distilled as rights awareness, access to redress, promotion and compliance, evidence gathering, practical responses for those experiencing inequality and, and an effective and efficient Equality Authority. 

The latter goal is particularly relevant in the times we are in, and managing the budget, maintaining morale, identifying efficiencies, establishing strategic alliances, delivering outcomes, and responding to challenges with agility and adaptability will be crucial. I am confident that given the quality of the team and their palpable interest and commitment to the job, this will be achieved. 

EN:

In your presentation to the first board meeting of the Equality Authority in June, you spoke about harnessing the energy of people, to support those who are experiencing inequality and are seeking redress.  Could you tell us more about how you hope to achieve these aims?  

RD:

I have probably covered some of this in response to your earlier questions, but I want to reiterate that the strength and depth of the commitment I have seen since my arrival has been exceptional. I am here now almost twelve weeks, and I have a lot to learn, both of the business and our remit, but it is clear that the business and remit are well understood by team EA. I am being well trained!

Members of the public, people with real issues or just making general enquiries, people who need legal support, are getting that support, in a highly professional manner, but also with a personal touch. I can only praise the team leaders and their relationship with their team members for maintaining that ethos despite the challenges of the current climate.

Through structured management processes, regular team meetings, (especially for me, with the Senior Management Team), communications, and one on one sessions dealing with specific topics or issues, I believe we will be well positioned to foster continued commitment and delivery of our strategic goals and objectives.

For big issues and challenges, I have always approached such matters through brainstorming and discussion. We are very strong when we communicate, share the vision and have a ‘whole of organisation’ approach, and collegiality is crucial for success. Already, when we have had such sessions, the debates have been enriched by teasing out all aspects of the matter under discussion, and the energy that is harnessed out of full and frank discussion leads to strong team cohesion, and, most importantly, quality outcomes.

When I came here first, I was aware that for the first three months or so I would be learning the business, while the team generally would be delivering it. My plans for the next period include establishing a process for regular meetings of Senior Managers (the Management Team) and based on their advice, to set up sub-committees to support that structure. The sub-committees would include key corporate governance obligations, liaison with the Board, and a house committee, dealing with a variety of issues from I.T., liaison with Irish Youth Justice Service, the Tribunal, management processes, and Health and Safety issues. Nominations from across the team will be sought to fill these committees. Based on my experience to date, I am confident that this will pose no difficulty!
EN: 

Your appointment as CEO of the Equality Authority coincides with the recent adoption of the Strategic Plan which is entitled "Equality for All in a Time of Change".  What do you see as the main strategic goals and objectives of the plan?

RD:

Again, I have addressed some of this in my earlier responses. Firstly I believe that the title “Equality for All in a Time of Change” is particularly apt. I also believe that the Strategy is practical and deliverable. 

As my immediate predecessor said at the launch, ‘it is designed to meet real needs, for real people, in real time…it will help to harness the energy of people who really want to make a difference in the equality sphere and to support those who are experiencing inequality’. 

It is natural that this, the fourth Strategic Plan has a different shape and dynamic compared to previous Plans. It adapts the mandate for current times, and, in the diverse nature of society now, it draws on the legacy of best practice from the recent past, and encompasses employers, employees, government departments, trade unions, and the health and education sectors.

The period of the Plan will cross over our 10th Anniversary, a watershed for the Authority. The Plan helps consolidate our mandate, and renews our core objectives, giving us the confidence to deliver enhanced equality outcomes effectively and responsively over the period of the Plan.

EN:

What is your career background? How has the Civil Service changed over the last twenty years and do you see any barriers to the progression of women in senior management roles and in society generally?

RD:

That is a long story indeed. Having entered the Civil Service as an Executive Officer, I have been lucky enough to have a variety of deeply interesting, challenging and stimulating roles over the course of my career, and to have been promoted during that career, enjoying even more responsibility and challenges. In the course of my career I have also met and worked with terrific colleagues and shared with them a great sense of commitment to public service.

It is a matter of interest that, given where I am now, when I joined the Civil Service the marriage bar had only just been removed, and equal pay for equal work was only just being implemented! Much that is simply taken for granted now was novel, and even resisted, at that time.

When I reflect on the changes over the last twenty years or so, I would highlight in particular, the changes brought about by our membership of the European Union, Information Technology, accountability by Senior Managers in the Public Sector through the various Oireachtas Committees, Freedom of Information, the Strategic Management Initiative that led to PMDS and general modernisation of the way we work, Quality Customer Service and Customer Charters, and, of course, last but not least, the various Equality Acts and the establishment of the equality infrastructure through the Equality Authority and the Tribunal.

Are there barriers to the progression of women in senior management roles and in society generally? That is difficult to answer fully. There are so many facets to what may be termed full participation of anyone in the workplace and society. Depending on personal circumstances, education, health, ethnicity, religion etc, the challenges or barriers will be different. Family status will also play a role, and choices made around caring can impact on career and income for example. 

While I am very happy to have achieved my position, and I have had great support, from family, friends and colleagues, that is not necessarily the case for others. For sure, the trend in research would indicate that despite many positive developments in gender equality, there is still a way to go. The Equality Authority has a role to play here, and will do so in this as well as across all the other grounds in seeking to protect from discrimination and shape positively the coming period of change.
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International Competitiveness and the New Economy: the Role of Diversity and Equality
By GLEN
GLEN has prepared a Paper on the link between diversity, equality and economic competitiveness as an input into the Economic Strategy for the City Region drawn up by Dublin City Council. It argues that the importance of diversity and equality in growing the advanced economic sectors critical to Ireland’s economic future means that our equality infrastructure can be viewed as a part of our economic infrastructure and a component of international competitiveness and economic renewal. 

A theme consistently highlighted in a broad range of economic development and recovery strategies produced by Government and policy bodies, including the NESC and the ESRI, is that Ireland has moved to a period where competitiveness will be based on the application of knowledge, creativity and a highly skilled, creative and adaptable workforce. To develop the advanced sectors, where skill has become a more central factor of production, a key challenge for policy makers across a whole range of sectors is how to nurture, attract and retain the skills on which these sectors depend. 

Supporting diversity and equality, (for example across the grounds of the equality legislation), is an important factor in meeting this challenge. For example, meeting the targets set by government for education at all levels, including lifelong learning, will be diminished if areas of education are considered appropriate for one age group or gender only. Equally, creating the educational basis for critical and creative thinking and developing the personal capacity and confidence for life-long learning will be undermined if bullying or harassment on the basis of any diverse quality is tolerated and not addressed.

The economic significance of equality and diversity can be observed across other policy areas also. Many of companies in the advanced sectors of the knowledge economy have strong diversity policies which are considered essential not only for recruitment and retention, but also for creating the conditions under which innovation can thrive. These policies will be undermined if the city or country in which the firms locate is perceived or experienced by diverse workers as hostile or unsafe. 

US economist Richard Florida has identified a broader impact of what he describes as ‘tolerance of difference’,  namely that tolerance and acceptance of diversity is seen by companies and people as an indicator of an underlying culture and eco-system that is conducive to creativity, a key quality driving new economic sectors. Florida states:

“Economic growth in the Creative Economy is driven by 3T’s: Technology, Talent and Tolerance….. But technology and talent have been mainly seen as stocks that accumulate in regions or nations. In reality both technology and talent are flows. The ability to capture these flows requires understanding the third T, tolerance, the openness of a place to new ideas and new people. Places increase their ability to capture these flows by being open to the widest range of people across categories of ethnicity, race, national origin, age, social class and sexual orientation” 

Viewing equality and diversity in social justice terms and as key components of our economic infrastructure is a kind of policy shift, or at least a change in thinking, that has happened in other policy areas.  As Professor Frances Fitzgerald, Director of the ESRI has noted in relation to education:

“The notion that human capital is our key economic factor is now being acknowledged widely. I was on some government committees in the mid 1990s and expenditure on education was still being seen at that time as social expenditure. It was only when the skills shortages came to light some years later that people began to link education to growth and that led to its economic importance being appreciated”.
Congress launches Equality Briefing Paper
By David Joyce, Policy Officer - Equality and Development

Irish Congress of Trade Unions
The Irish Congress of Trade Unions has recently launched an equality briefing paper at their Biennial Delegate Conference (BDC) in Tralee in July.  

This paper is based on a series of papers commissioned by Congress as part of the European Year of Equal Opportunities for All and identifies key equality issues in Irish workplaces including: Access to workplaces; Equality Pay Gap; Work Life Balance; Childcare; Workplace culture; and Planning for equality.

The briefing document also makes recommendations for changes in both law and practice in these areas.  

The launch was attended by over 50 people at a lunchtime event during the Congress BDC (http://www.ictu.ie/bdc09/) at which there was also a very lively debate on a number of equality related motions.  The meeting was chaired by outgoing Congress President Patricia McKeown and was addressed by Congress Equality Officer, David Joyce and, speaking at one of her first official engagements, Renee Dempsey, new CEO of the Equality Authority. 

It was the first opportunity for trade union delegates to meet with Ms Dempsey who outlined her commitment to equality and expressed great excitement about her role as CEO.  Ms Dempsey answered a number of questions from delegates concerned at the Equality Authority’s ability to carry out its remit given the cuts to the Equality Authority’s budget.  Ms Dempsey acknowledged that times were difficult but that the Equality Authority pledged to work as hard as it can with whatever resources were available during these difficult times.  She pledged to retain the Authority’s independent role and looked forward to working with the trade union movement. 

Congress acknowledges the support of the Equality Authority in getting the paper to completion and also the financial support of the European Commission.  

Further details on the equality briefing paper are available at (www.ictu.ie/equality/policypapers.html).



Case Reports
Woman Awarded €30,000 euros for gender discrimination and harassment

The Equality Authority welcomed a recent decision to award €30,000 in compensation for discrimination. The award was made by the Equality Tribunal to Ms. Boyle in relation to her conditions of employment. It was awarded to her on grounds of gender, gender harassment and dismissal. The complainant was represented by the Equality Authority. 

Ms Boyle, who worked as a Housing Manager was given the substantial award as compensation for the distress (inclusive of loss of earnings) suffered by her as a consequence of her discrimination.

The case was taken by Ms Boyle, who managed student accommodation in Donegal, and was subject to foul and abusive language from her line manager, who asserted that as a woman she could not control the students, 'what they needed was a man to sort them out'. She was also the subject matter of graffiti in the student accommodation. Ms Boyle was subsequently instructed to arrange job interviews without being made aware that she was to be replaced through the interview process. Witness stated that her replacement 'had been recruited to replace her. Her replacement had been instructed to fire her on his arrival and to ensure she was off the premises immediately'. 

'No grievance or disciplinary procedure existed and she was never formally informed that there was any issue with her performance during her employment with the respondent'. (DEC-E2009-013, Equality Tribunal)

The respondent, Ely Property Group Ltd, was ordered to introduce a Code of Practice on Harassment, to arrange training on the operation of the Code for all employees with staff management functions, and to issue the respondent with her P45 without any further delay. These measures were in addition to the financial compensation awarded to Ms. Boyle.

The Boyle case is a timely reminder that employers need to be vigilant in tackling all forms of discrimination and harassment in the workplace. The circumstances of Ms Boyle's case were particularly severe in that she was deemed unsuitable for a particular job, not because of her performance but because of her gender.

The case also highlighted the high cost of failing to implement proper procedures to protect employees from discrimination and harassment in the workplace. The ordering of the implementation of a Code of Practice on Harassment and of management training is particularly welcome and is best practice for any employment to be productive and fair. 

Employees are entitled under the Employment Equality Acts to protection from harassment in the workplace from management, colleagues and customers and to conduct their business in an atmosphere of dignity and respect for all.

Eagle Star v Equality Tribunal and Hugh O'Neill and Bernadette Treanor (Notice Party) 

In this case a judgment was delivered under the Equal Status Acts where Eagle Star Life Assurance Company had asked the High Court to quash a decision made by the Equality Tribunal. Ms Bernadette Treanor who is an Equality Officer with the Equality Tribunal had referred a complaint to the Tribunal against Eagle Star in 2002 on the basis that she was being discriminated against on the grounds of disability in the imposition of a loading on her income protection policy. 

The Equality Tribunal subsequently appointed a temporary external equality officer to hear the complaint in 2006 but Eagle Star considered that at this stage the complaint should be dismissed because it had not been pursued by Ms Treanor. Eagle Star also disputed the jurisdiction of the Tribunal to hear the complaint in light of the definition of disability contained in the Equal Status Act 2000 which, they contended, did not cover the complainant's circumstances. 

Mr Justice Hedigan held that Ms Treanor had complied with all the time limits imposed on her, statutory or otherwise, and has in general furnished any information required by the Tribunal in a prompt and efficient manner. 

Mr Justice Hedigan held that the director of the Equality Tribunal had acted in accordance with the terms of the Equal Status Act in declining to dismiss the complaint. He also held that the temporary equality officer does have jurisdiction to consider Ms Treanor's complaint. In doing so he quoted from the judgment of Mr Justice Charleton in Doherty v. South Dublin County Council which "affirmed the importance of judicial restraint in such matters, to ensure that the High Court does not prematurely trespass into the special jurisdiction assigned to the Tribunal by the 2000 Act." 

The Equality Authority supported Ms Treanor in the High Court and welcomed the judgement of Mr Justice Hedigan which holds that the primary responsibility for interpreting the provisions of the Equal Status Acts 2000 - 2008 rests with the Equality Officer. This is an important affirmation of the jurisdiction of the Equality Tribunal. 
'Same day only' ticket policy restriction for commuters with disabilities to be reviewed

The Equality Authority represented a successful Equal Status case before the Equality Tribunal under the disability ground. (Ref DEC-S2009-015).

This case concerned a complainant, Sean Thompson, who has a visual impairment and uses the Department of Social and Family Affairs Free Travel Pass on Irish Rail DART to go to work. He is required to queue each day, and is prohibited from getting a ticket in advance as non-travel pass customers can do. He claimed the 'same day only' restriction for the travel tickets constituted discrimination under the Equal Status Acts and was a failure to provide reasonable accommodation to a person with a disability. He could not get a ticket the evening before or avail of the weekly or monthly travel facility available to other passengers. 

Irish Rail submitted that the 'same day only' policy is necessary in order to safeguard the company against fraudulent activity. The Equality Officer of the Equality Tribunal awarded Mr Thompson 750 euros in compensation as redress for the inconvenience caused, and ordered that Irish Rail review its policy in terms of the requirement for the holders of the Free Travel Pass to present at the ticket office on each day of travel to acquire a ticket in order to ensure that its policy is in full compliance with the terms of the Equal Status Acts.

This unfair situation whereby Mr Thompson had his commuting time considerably lengthened daily because he was being treated differently to other customers has been satisfactorily addressed by the outcome of this important case. There are measures available within the scheme where a travel pass ID and the ticket can be required on inspection - thus safeguarding against fraudulent use of this important support. 

People with disabilities already have a higher unemployment rate than others. If their commuting time were to be unfairly lengthened with the increased risk of lateness, it would further disadvantage workers with disabilities who rely on public transport. The Equality Authority welcomed the decision of the Equality Tribunal which brings common sense and equality to bear on an everyday situation and looks forward to Irish Rail incorporating the findings of the Tribunal into their customer service.

This will augment Irish Rail's continuing good work to make the rail network more accessible to people with disabilities.

Events List
National Equality Training
Limerick (6th October 2009): Making the Most of Equality: One day training and networking event 

Tullamore (21st October 2009) Making the Most of Equality: One day training and networking event 

Dublin (13th October 2009) Embedding Equality in Policy and Media Work: One day training and networking event

Aims: 
The Equality Authority is announcing a series of equality training events in October 2009.  The training is for NGOs working with people across the nine equality grounds set out in the equality legislation – gender, marital status, family status, sexual orientation, religion, age, disability, race, membership of the Traveller community.

‘Making the Most of Equality’ is the theme of the one day training and networking event in Limerick.  This training will be repeated in Tullamore.  It will feature expert speakers who will map the regional policy landscape, outline equality challenges for NGOs and illustrate tools for equality based on best practice case studies.  It will provide an opportunity for NGOs to identify and share tools for best equality outcomes. The training is aimed at community and voluntary organisations involved in policy and equality work at regional level. 

‘Embedding Equality in Policy and Media Work’ is the theme of the one day training and networking event in Dublin. It will feature expert speakers who will outline the importance of addressing structural inequalities, map out the social and economic policy landscape and identify strategies for engaging with policy makers and the media at national level.  It will draw on NGOs experiences to identify good practice tools and challenges for equality in policy and media work.  This training is aimed at community and voluntary organisations involved in policy and equality work at national level.

Admission to all the equality training events is free.  However, space is limited to 30 participants for each event.  Details of the programme will be circulated shortly.

Contacts: Further information can be obtained from: dtoomey@equality.ie  Deirdre Toomey, Development Officer, Equality Authority
Mainstreaming Equality Conference

Organised by: The Equality Authority

Date: 10th November 2009 

Venue: Dublin Castle, Dublin 2

Duration: 10.00 am to 1.30 pm

Aims: 

The Equality Authority is announcing its fifth annual conference on  'Mainstreaming Equality - Promoting Equality and Accommodating Diversity in Further Education, Training and Labour Market Programmes' -The conference theme is  ''Equality in a time of Change, why it still matters''

It will feature national and international speakers on equality issues in vocational, further education and labour market programmes.  
It is aimed at education and training providers and organisations representing the nine equality grounds.  Admission is free.   Details of the programme will be circulated shortly.
Contacts: Further information can be obtained from: 

cjones@equality.ie, Caroline Jones, Development Officer, Equality Authority 

sminervino@equality.ie, Stefania Minervino, Development Officer, Equality Authority
Annual Report 2008
The Equality Authority will launch its Annual Report for 2008 on the 24th September 2009.
10th Anniversary

A launch will take place on the 15th October in Dublin Castle to announce a Programme of events to celebrate the tenth anniversary of the EEA in partnership with the Department of Justice Equality and Law Reform and the Equality Tribunal. 
A database of casework for the Equality Tribunal will also be launched.  A two day conference on initiatives to review the impact of the State’s social investment in equality legislation will take place in October 2010 at Dublin Castle as part of the celebrations. And the Equality Authority will commission and publish caselaw review of ten years of Employment Equality Acts and the Equal Status Acts. 
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Roscrea Office:

The Equality Authority,

Birchgrove House,

Roscrea,

Co. Tipperary,

Ireland.

Information – Lo Call: 1890 245 545

Business Telephone: +353 1 505 24126

Fax: +353 1 505 22388

Email: info@equality.ie
Dublin Office:

The Equality Authority

2 Clonmel Street, 

Dublin 2,

Ireland.

Business Telephone: +353 1 417 3336

Fax: +353 1 417 3331
Text Phone: +353 1 4173385
Web: www.equality.ie
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Mary Maher, NUJ delegate to Congress BDC and Renee Dempsey, CEO of the Equality Authority
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Further details on the programme of events for 2010 will become available on the Equality Authority website and on the Department’s website over the next few months.








The contributors to Equality News are welcome and appreciated. The opinions of contributors do not necessarily reflect the position of the Equality Authority. We welcome your feedback on any article in Equality News. Please send information to Attn: the Editor, Equality News at � HYPERLINK "mailto:info@equality.ie" ��info@equality.ie�





This publication is available in a range of accessible formats (for example, in large print, Braille or on audio cassette) on request from the Equality Authority.





Visit � HYPERLINK "http://www.equality.ie" ��www.equality.ie� or contact our Public Information Centre on Lo Call number 1890 245 545 for information on the Employment Equality Acts 1998 to 2007 and the Equal Status Acts 2000 to 2004. Information is also available on the Maternity Protection Acts 1994 and 2004, the Adoptive Leave Acts 1995 and 2005, and the Parental Leave Acts 1998 and 2006.





Full copies of the above decisions are available at � HYPERLINK "http://www.equalitytribunal.ie" ��www.equalitytribunal.ie�
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