Training Session:
How to think critically about fairness when
developing and assessing policy and practice








On the 25th September 2012 Newport City
Council voted for establishing an independent
Fairness Commission to monitor key Council
decisions, according to the criterion of fairness.

Two main roles:

1. Addressing specific concerns about how to
assess the impact of extensive cuts in public
expenditure and the monitoring of budget
spending and trends
2. Raising wider political debates about the
meaning of fairness and how local government
policies and practices are able to promote this as
a coherent social value.










Subsequently, Newport Fairness Commission has
made various reports to Council, including:
A detailed full report submitted to Council in
November 2013
The setting-up of a website as a platform to
present the NFC’s work, plus a Twitter account to
encourage public awareness and debates on
issues of fairness and the activities the NFC has
been involved in.
http://www.newportfairnesscommission.org/
http://twitter.com/FairNewport











The full report to Council outlined the following:
The NFC’s composition, remit and membership
The NFC’s understanding of fairness and the
various questions and issues raised
The details of a public survey carried out on the
NFC’s behalf relating to issues of fairness
The NFC’s response to short to medium term
Council budget allocations
And, a case study of a decision made by Council
to reverse a planned closure of a library in the
Newport area.

The report can be found on our website detailed
above





The Fairness Commission’s overall aim is to
help provide, what we have called, a ‘critical
lens’ for Council (and others) to view,
evaluate and assess its policies and
practices
HOWEVER, in order to carry out this
examination effectively, the NFC believes it
is essential to first recognise the problems
in promoting ‘fairness’ as a social value.







1. Fairness is a ‘hurrah’ word which everyone, from

whatever political quarter, cheers about and
champions. No-one claims they are against a fair
society, as this is akin to arguing against a value
everyone already agrees is worth pursuing!
2. There are wider and deeper problems of promoting
fairness in any political, social, and economic
context, but most especially in times when resources
are being very severely restricted. In addition, other
pressures on budgets relate, for example, to changes
in demography across Newport and elsewhere.
POINT: We need to acknowledge these complexities
in defining fairness and that fairness will mean many
different things to many different people




Four parameters of fairness and the key focal
points of debates and discussions
Given the problems and disagreements over what
fairness specifically means, the NFC has
identified four broad parameters of fairness,
defined here as the general areas of debate and
concern relating to the overall character of
fairness; from which we have identified what are
the main focal points of fairness issues, defined
here as more specific questions of fairness
relating to particular groups and communitybased issues





The principle of equal treatment for like cases is often, quite
rightly, regarded as a principle of fairness. This immediately
raises debates and issues concerning what is a like or unlike
case, as this principle must also acknowledge the importance
of treating people at times differently and so fairly.
HOWEVER: These differences lead to disagreements and
controversies which, in turn, reflect broad areas of debates
and discussions concerning when it is fair to treat people the
same, and when it is fair to treat people differently? What
groups have priority in relation to resource allocation, and
why? And, if trade-offs are to be made between different
group interests’, how should these trade-offs be balanced,
and why?





The relationship between citizens and government is
also complex and conflicting. For example, some
services may be provided to everyone regardless of
whether these needs can be met by individual
relatively well-off citizens, and other services might
be provided more selectively.
HOWEVER: The broad areas of debate and discussion
are precisely how and when these expectations and
obligations are defined and met between citizens and
government? Which needs are met unconditionally
and which are not, and why? And, which needs are to
be provided universally (i.e. to all citizens) and which
are needs are to be met, in part or wholly, by citizens,
and why?





We are variously dependent on each other for meeting
our needs, wants, and aspirations, which in turn is
based on our providing various opportunities for
citizens to participate and contribute to the local
community. For example, see education, employment,
social services, health, culture and leisure, economic
regeneration, community safety.
HOWEVER: The broad areas of discussion and debate
are precisely how and when these opportunities are
facilitated? How best to enable citizens to positively
participate in the life of the community over periods of
time, for their own and others’ benefit? And, in what
ways do policies and practices variously facilitate
and/or hinder this process?





Conditions of fairness, not only relate to certain outcomes
of the kinds outlined in parameters 1-3 above leading to a
particular allocation of services and resources, but also
concern the just procedure for allocating these resources.
Local government should also ensure that procedures of
decision-making are transparent, and accountable, also
enabling the effective democratic participation of citizens.
HOWEVER: The broad areas of debate and discussion, are
precisely how and when decision-making procedures are
considered transparent and accountable? How to convey
clearly and concisely to citizens, and other interested
parties, the main decisions being considered and made?
How are meaningful channels of communication,
consultation, and exchange of views and opinions between
policy-makers, practitioners, and those affected, are
opened and facilitated?

Now look at the following Youtube clip and in
groups discuss how the monkey experiments
relate to or reflect the above four parameters
of fairness, and the debates and issues which
follow
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2BYJf2xSO
Nc







Please complete the following exercise individually, and
then compare and contrast your answers with others in
your group. This was the first question we asked in the
FC’s public survey on Fairness, detailed in our full report

When thinking about how Local Government uses its
resources and spends its money, complete the following
sentence telling us what you think it means to say the
Council is ‘being fair’. The Council is being fair when……
You may also want to refer to pages 5-7 of the Training
Handbook for more details regarding the above





Now, in groups, choose one particular policy and
practice development you have been involved
with, and identify how the above parameters and
focal points for debate and discussion come into
play. Is there any one of the parameters which
have a particular bearing on the policy and
practice under review? Where did the debates and
discussions lead, and what were their
conclusions?
You may also want to refer to pages 8-11 of the
Training Handbook for more details regarding
the above

