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SPEECH BY

MELANIE PINE, DIRECTOR OF THE EQUALITY TRIBUNAL,

AT THE LAUNCH OF ITS ANNUAL REPORT FOR 2009 BY

MS MARY WHITE, T.D., MINISTER OF STATE WITH SPECIAL RESPONSIBILITY FOR EQUALITY AND HUMAN RIGHTS, AND INTEGRATION,

ON THURSDAY 22 APRIL 2010 AT 4 PM IN THE TRIBUNAL'S OFFICES, 3 CLONMEL STREET, DUBLIN 2.
I would like to welcome everyone here for the launch of the 2009 Annual Report.  It gives me particular pleasure to welcome Minister Mary White, who has recently been appointed with special responsibility for equality and human rights, and for integration.  I would also like to extend a special welcome to staff from our future parent Department of Community Equality and Gaeltacht Affairs, which will be set up formally in the next couple of weeks.  And of course welcome and thanks to people from the Department of Justice Equality and Law Reform who have given us very practical support and assistance over the last ten years.

This is a time of change for the Tribunal.  Apart from the change of Departmental functions, there will shortly be a new Director. The launch of this Report is my last official function after 10 years as Director. The recruitment process is well under way and we all hope that it will be completed before I formally step down. There are other uncertainties in the future too, including the Government review of decentralisation policy next year and the various pressures to reduce the number of State bodies. 

Today however I'd like to look back rather than forward, at the changes that have taken place since 1999. 

* When the employment equality legislation came into force in 1999, it strengthened protection against discrimination in work and created a profoundly important new set of rights on seven new grounds.  

* The next year, the groundbreaking Equal Status Act extended similar rights to people looking for goods and services.  

* These entitlements were new not just in Ireland but also in Europe.  It was a challenging task for the new Tribunal to face.

Before 1999 the equality officer service comprised just 5 posts as part of the Labour Relations Commission. To reflect the greatly expanded role and powers, the legislation set up the Tribunal as an independent statutory body. This saw the number of equality officers increase from 3 to 10, in anticipation of a much increased caseload. This had to be further increased in 2007 to 14. 

The 1999 annual report showed that we had moved very fast to establish ourselves as a serious presence.  Within the first 6 months 

· we had arranged comprehensive training for new staff, 

· we had set up a website, 

· we had developed an innovative on-line database of our decisions, 

· we had started to develop a professional mediation service. and 

· We had also established our core principles of professionalism, impartiality, accessibility and timeliness. 

It didn't take long for people to realise we were here.  Complaints jumped from 59 in 1999 to over 800 three years later.  While the number reduced briefly in 2004, it's risen again since and even reached 1,000 at one point.  Overall, by the end of 2009, claims involving 22,000 individuals have been referred to the Tribunal. 

While the gender ground continues to be important, the race ground has shown the most marked increase.  In the last two years race accounted for over a third of our caseload. This reflects the huge changes in our labour force. There was a drop in such claims last year but the number seems to have stabilised now. Age and disability are also frequently cited as grounds. It is of course not always easy for a complainant to decide on what ground to claim and over 200 cases involved more than one ground.  

Equal status cases continue to be a small percentage of our work.  There was a further drop of 18% last year.  I find this a little surprising given that all publicly available goods and services are covered.  We cannot of course be sure why these rights are rarely invoked, as we have no function other than to deal with claims referred to us.  However I think it would be interesting to research the underlying reasons for such a low level of claims.  

Overall, the cases referred to us tend to be complex, often involving wide-ranging legal precedent and substantial legal argument.  Many involve more than one person and the majority involve more than one issue.  So they take time.  

We are very conscious that parties are anxious for a result. We have kept our processes under continual review and have reallocated resources where they are most needed.  An equality officer now takes less than have the time to investigate an employment case than five years ago and most decisions are issued within 6 weeks of the hearing.

As a major initiative in 2009, I set up a small internal working group with a brief to assess every single Tribunal process.  The group reported back to me in December with a wide-ranging reorganisation plan. The management team has accepted their recommendations. I am confident that, when the plan has been fully implemented, it will result in a significant surge in case closures. 

We have noticed over the last couple of years a change in the kind of cases coming to us - again reflecting the changing economic situation.  Up to three quarters of cases coming to us now include a claim of discriminatory dismissal, mostly on the grounds of disability, race or pregnancy.    We strongly recommend our mediation service in urgent cases - it's a speedy and flexible way to resolve disputes and Tribunal mediation is widely respected and very successful.   

The Tribunal still faces significant challenges. While I know we are not alone in this, the recent reductions in our budget and the moratorium on recruitment mean we cannot fill vacancies and our ability to travel for hearings is restricted.  This is inefficient for us and can cause hardship for the parties. 

Despite all the pressures, I am pleased that we are continuing to increase the number of decisions and agreements.  I particularly welcome the very positive results of our recent customer survey. 

Summing up, over the ten years the Equality Tribunal has become internationally respected, effective and widely accepted as professional and impartial.     Legislation can only be part of the answer to discrimination but our decisions and our mediations have made a real difference.  Not just to the individuals involved but also to how organisations work. 

I'd like to thank my colleagues in the Tribunal for their commitment, loyalty and friendship. And renewed thanks to those with whom we have worked closely in the Department for their support over the last ten years. 

Next week is my last week at the desk here in Clonmel Street.  I've enjoyed my career in the civil service and I think the job of Director is a particularly rewarding one. I feel privileged to have had the job of setting up the Tribunal and leading its first ten years.  However now  it's time to step down.  The Tribunal will gain from new leadership, and I will have a chance to take on new challenges.   I wish the Tribunal every success in the future. 

While the Tribunal is an independent statutory body, it obviously operates within the real world.   We greatly value the presence here and support of our work from Minister White, our new Minister for equality human rights and integration.  Again I am delighted to welcome the Minister here and to invite her to formally launch the Tribunal's annual report for 2009. 
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