Summary of consultation on the draft GOC Equality and Diversity Scheme
The GOC published a consultation on its draft Equality and Diversity Scheme on 17 September. The consultation ran until 19 October.

The draft Scheme and Action plan were sent to 107 organisations, including optical professional and representative bodies, other regulators, groups representing patients and the public (including groups representing the interests of people with disabilities, and others with an interest in one of the equality strands), and education and training providers. The full list of organisations who were sent the consultation is attached at Annex 4. Many of these organisations are themselves directly or indirectly subject to the equality duties.
The Scheme and Action plan was also included on the agenda of Education, Standards, and Finance and Procedure Committees, and was presented to independent hearings panel members at training days in November.
The consultation document included seven specific questions about the Scheme and Action plan, but also gave respondents the opportunity to provide less structured responses. The consultation questions are attached at Annex 3.
A total of 11 responses were received from: Association of Optometrists (AOP), Federation of Ophthalmic and Dispensing Opticians (FODO), College of Optometrists, Association of British Dispensing Opticians (ABDO), Optometry Scotland, Equality and Human Rights group, Department of Health (DH), Welsh Assembly Government, General Medical Council (GMC), Press for Change, a:gender, and Aston University.
Four responses (College of Optometrists, ABDO, Optometry Scotland and Aston University) welcomed the publication and overall objectives of the Scheme and Action plan, but did not provide specific comments on their content.

A summary of the main themes emerging from other responses, and any amendments made to the Scheme and Action plan as a result, is included below. Amendments are shown as track changes within the Scheme and Action plan, attached at Annex 2.
Strategic objectives and priorities

All respondents who commented were in agreement with the strategic objectives and priorities outlined in the document.

Timescales and reporting

DH questioned the timescale for establishing governance structures and the format for reporting. These are identified within the Scheme and Action plan, but the document has been amended to be more explicit on these points. DH also asked for further information on the effects of activities to date. This was not straightforward to accomplish, but it will be the Council’s aim to include this information where possible as part of its annual report on equality and diversity.

Most respondents suggested that timescales were challenging but realistic.

Equal opportunities statement

a:gender suggested that our equal opportunities statement should include a reference to ‘gender identity’. This has been amended. Further amendments have been made to the Scheme and Action plan to make explicit the duty to ensure that trans gender and transsexual people are adequately covered by GOC policies and procedures.
Data collection

Both FODO and AOP noted the need for new forms of data collection, and expressed concerns about the potential cost to registrants, avoiding duplicating requests and the need for appropriate data protection. Press for Change and a:gender noted inadequacies in the monitoring form attached to the consultation. These issues will be addressed in developing monitoring forms and systems, which will be the subject of separate consultation in due course. Data collection is unlikely to raise problems of data protection as information used for equality monitoring purposes is presented as aggregate data, meaning that individuals cannot be identified.
Risk factors for eye disease

Both FODO and the AOP questioned the need for the GOC to use information relating to population risk factors for eye disease to inform policy and decision-making. It is not suggested that this action should be amended. However, the availability of some of this information, reducing or removing the need to commission research, is noted.
Guidance
The AOP suggested that reviewing guidance to the professions in relation to equality and diversity was outside the GOC’s remit. It is not recommended that the Action plan should be amended on this point. The GOC regularly reviews guidance to the professions to ensure that it is adequate and appropriate. Principles of equality and diversity are core to the Codes of Conduct and are strengthened by the equality duties. Therefore, it would be irregular for the GOC not to consider these aspects of the guidance.
Training

Press for Change and a:gender noted the need for those involved in drawing up equality and diversity plans to undergo appropriate training, including in relation to trans people, as we ‘may not know what we don’t know’. All staff have received one day’s equality and diversity training. The need for further specialised training is noted, and will be reviewed as the Action plan progresses, particularly for those involved in developing and implementing equality impact assessments, and for committees responsible for ensuring that equality and diversity issues are taken into account in their work.
Workplace guidance

a:gender question whether the GOC has a policy in place with regard to transsexual staff. This issue has been referred to the Head of Human Resources to consider in reviewing the GOC staff handbook.

Other comments 

FODO observed that the GOC should be aiming to mainstream equality and diversity into our work and thinking. Our intention to achieve this objective has been made more explicit within the Scheme.

The GMC noted the importance of communicating the plan and outcomes in accessible ways. 
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