Implementing the Gender Equality Duty in Local Government:
 First Findings
The Gender Equality Duty (GED) is a legal requirement on all GB public authorities, when carrying out their functions, to have due regard to the need to eliminate unlawful discrimination and harassment on grounds of sex and to promote equality of opportunity between men and women. The GED came into effect in April 2007 and has been described as 'The biggest change in sex equality legislation in thirty years, since the introduction of the Sex discrimination Act itself.' (EOC, 2007).  Whilst research suggests that the capacity of positive duties such as the GED to promote substantive equality have been limited, they also suggest that they offer a powerful legitimizing framework for those seeking positive outcomes (Fredman, 2001; Newman, 2002; Rees, 2005; McLoughlin, 2007).  Yet the future direction of gender equality policy and practice in public services is uncertain following the Discrimination Law Review and the Single Equalities Bill that recommends further significant changes.  A Single Equality Act will integrate the three currently separate public sector equality duties (race, disability and gender) along with three new areas (sexuality, religious belief and age) into a single equality duty. Pregnancy and maternity will also be explicitly addressed (Government Equalities Office, 2009). Whilst there has been general support for the introduction of an expanded single equality duty there are longstanding concerns that gender equality is often not seen as a priority by public authorities (Breitenbach, et al. 2002; Itzin and Newman, 1996). In the current legislative and economic context there is a perceived risk by equalities practitioners that the transition towards integrated equality frameworks may lead to further marginalisation of gender equality. 

The research reported on in this paper consists of a pilot study in five case study local authorities funded by the British Academy.  Each case study organisation is at a different level of the IdEA Equalities Standard, and at a different stage of integration of equalities schemes.  Interviews were conducted with key equality actors in each authority including corporate equality teams, HR managers, trade unions, service user groups, senior officers and elected members with responsibility for equality.  Interviews were supplemented with documentary data collection.   A first wave of data analysis has been completed and, drawing on this analysis, the paper reports on:

· The structures and drivers that have been used to implement GED within local authorities

· the formal and informal processes in which gender equality is negotiated, the actors and organisations who take part in these processes, the interpretive /policy instruments and knowledge resources that they draw from;

· the opportunities and pitfalls for achieving greater gender equality through implementation of the GED as perceived by different actors within the implementation process;
· how far the implementation of an integrated framework builds upon the opportunities and overcomes the pitfalls associated with the earlier equality duties. 
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