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	RESPONSE TO THE MAYOR OF LONDON’S EQUALITY SCHEME CONSULTATION (February 2009)


1. What do you consider are the priority areas for ensuring there are equal life chances for all Londoners? 

Stonewall Housing exists to provide advice, advocacy and housing support, and to influence housing policy and practice in order to improve the lives of lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender (LGBT) people. We believe that the priority area to ensure equal chances for LGBT Londoners is housing. Until their specific housing needs are met then they will continue to have unequal life chances.
Being LGBT can be the direct cause of homelessness (e.g. young people leave home due to homophobia or transphobia) and can make their experience of homelessness much worse due to harassment in housing services or ignorance of the issues they face, with the consequence that some avoid the services or their needs remain invisible. Research has shown that homeless LGBT people can feel safer sleeping on the streets than in a hostel and 50% of people who call our advice line state that their housing problem is directly related to sexuality.
LGBT communities are not resident in particular London boroughs but are resident across all boroughs. Therefore the Mayor of London is best placed to ensure their housing needs are met and that they have better life chances, especially given the recent creation of the new Homes and Communities Agency and Tenant Services Authority.
 This Equality Framework should guarantee that the inequality, harassment and discrimination faced by the following groups of LGBT people will be addressed and we would encourage the Mayor of London to urgently address their housing options:
- Older LGBT people. The Department for Communities and Local Government's 'Lifetime Homes' report admits that 'specialised housing is not always sensitive to the needs of LGBT older people'. Many older LGBT people suffer harassment from staff or other residents in their accommodation, others are considered invisible by staff and residents who do not understand their specific needs and others 'go back into the closet' for fear of others finding out about their sexuality or gender identity.
- LGBT refugees and asylum seekers face discrimination and harassment from multiple angles. They may not feel safe approaching their own community support groups for fear of homophobia or transphobia and many LGBT organisations do not cater for their community.
- LGBT victims of domestic abuse.  Research shows that 33% of LGBT people have experienced violence or abuse in the home. However, lesbian and bisexual women who are victims of domestic abuse often face homophobia or biphobia or a lack of awareness of the issues they face in refuges which exist in London, which often do not cater for transgender women. Gay, bisexual and transgender men have very few emergency housing options and so may remain in unsafe environments or live in unsuitable accommodation, such as sofa-surfing, at friends or living on the streets: all situations limit their life chances significantly. 
- The need for emergency accommodation for LGBT people. We have 41 dedicated supported housing units for LGBT people but the waiting list for this service is very often full and it is limited to those aged between 16 and 25 years old. It is extremely difficult to find emergency accommodation for those who are street homeless or sleeping on friend's floors. 

 2. What are the strengths of the draft documents?

PROMOTION OF EQUALITY
Stonewall Housing is pleased to see that one of the Equality Framework's aims is to celebrate and promote the diversity of Londoners. No one should feel ashamed of their identity but should be encouraged to celebrate it and be given protection where they face negative attitudes from others simply because of who they are. We therefore appreciate that the Equality Framework mentions that it aims to reduce institutional discrimination faced by equality groups. 
DEVELOPING PROJECTS
Stonewall Housing is excited to see that the Mayor will be working with pan-London organisations to 'develop projects and models' and we hope that the Mayor will liaise with voluntary and community groups ahead of designing such projects to ensure they meet the needs of all equality groups.
FEELING SAFE
Stonewall Housing welcomes that the Equality Framework recognises that people should feel safe where they live. Research has shown that 59% of LGB people have experienced abuse or harassment outside their home and half of these identified sexual orientation as a possible motive. Harassment and the fear of harassment need to be addressed in neighbourhoods to ensure no one lives in fear in their home, their locality or where they work or socialise.

3. What are any gaps or weaknesses in the draft documents?

PROMOTION OF EQUALITY
However, we believe more emphasis should be placed on protecting against discrimination and harassment as this remains a serious problem for many equality groups. For example, older LGBT may not be able to celebrate their sexuality or gender identity in their residential home because of fear of the response from staff and other residents.
We would recommend that the drive for community cohesion is balanced with a commitment to meet specific needs within particular communities as sometimes the latter will need to take priority before the former can be achieved.
There is also a danger in Vision 6 of the Measuring Success section of the Equality Framework that there is a hierarchy of harassment. All harassment, whether racial, homophobic or transphobic, should be stamped out.
MONITORING EQUALITY
Stonewall Housing appreciates the drive for high standards throughout the Equality Framework but would be interested to know how these standards will be measured. Will targets be introduced and enforced for the Mayor, GLA and other stakeholders, such as local authorities? If targets will be introduced then all stakeholders should be required to gather equalities information for all staff and service users, for instance their sexuality and gender identity. However, such monitoring should only be introduced after a concerted campaign with staff and service users explaining why the data is being gathered and how it will be used.
Much reference is made to 'equal life chances' and again we would ask that this be defined so that it can be measured for individuals and communities. That is, how do we know when communities have achieved the 'equal life chance'.  We believe that the development of specialist services catering for the LGBT communities will ensure they have an equal chance at safe, secure accommodation.
DEFINITION OF EQUALITY GROUPS
Stonewall Housing welcomes that the Equality Framework wants to take a wide definition of equality but would recommend that the strategy makes mention of gender identity rather than simply gender or sex, so as to include transgender people. Indeed transgender people seem to be absent from the Framework. There should be more reference to the protection of transgender people, for example, Vision 3 of Measuring Success should include the detection rate of transphobic hate crimes. 
Also, the definition of equality groups should include others who are often discriminated against, such as refugees, asylum seekers and those with caring responsibilities.
Also, the definition of domestic violence seems to exclude LGBT victims. A wider definition of domestic abuse should be used to guarantee that LGBT people who are victims of domestic abuse from partners and family members are protected through this Framework and they should be mentioned as a priority group in Vision 3 of Measuring Success.
HOUSING INEQUALITIES
The Equality Framework, rightly, has a specific aim to tackle health inequalities and aims to improve access to affordable housing. However, Stonewall Housing feels that the Framework should also have a specific aim to tackle housing inequalities since many groups do not have the same access to housing and housing advice and many continue to face negative experiences in current housing provision, as detailed above for the LGBT communities.
WORKLESSNESS
The Equality Framework aims to reduce the number on out of work benefits in certain areas. Stonewall Housing believes that housing needs to be affordable for those on low incomes and/or claiming benefits and that worklessness needs to be tackled by a coordinated approach involving those out of work. The areas of residence for some Londoners should not be restricted for some simply because they claim out of work benefits as this will create another inequality group facing disadvantage.
DECISION MAKERS
Stonewall Housing supports the Framework's hope that more decision makers and leaders will come from equalities groups. However, the Framework should aim to guarantee that the processes for selecting these decision makers should be open and accessible to all and start a system of introducing people from various communities to such offices rather than simply express the hope that more will come forward from all communities.

4. Other Comments: It has been very difficult to submit this form.  Future consultations should allow email responses.
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