GENDER SEGREGATION DEBATE 

Chronology

Nov 2013 – Universities UK issue guidance allowing gender segregation at request of speaker/students

http://www.universitiesuk.ac.uk/highereducation/Pages/Externalspeakersinhighereducationinstitutions.aspx#.VkMwwovIrzJ 

· UUK's advice took the example of an ultra-orthodox religious group invited to speak as part of a wider series of talks on faith, where the speaker requested the audience be segregated. The guidance said that if, for example, women and men were seated separately side by side rather than men at the front and women at the back, there would not necessarily be any gender inequality, and voluntary segregation could be permitted.
Dec 2013 – PM intervenes and criticises Universities UK guidelines.  UUK withdraw their guidance  
http://www.theguardian.com/education/2013/dec/13/universities-uk-withdraws-advice-gender-segregation
· But yesterday, Nicola Dandridge, chief executive of UUK, said it had withdrawn a case study which had been used to justify the policy. "Universities UK agrees entirely with the prime minister that universities should not enforce gender segregation on audiences at the request of guest speakers. However, where the gender segregation is voluntary, the law is unclear. We are working with our lawyers and the EHRC to clarify the position.
· The spokesman made it clear that the PM wanted a ban on gender-segregated audiences on campus even where men and women voluntarily separated themselves. He also stressed that those views did not extend to places of worship such as mosques, synagogues or gurdwaras
July 2014 -  Equality and Human Right’s Commission issue revised guidelines 

http://www.equalityhumanrights.com/commission-tackles-gender-segregation-universities 

· These include academic meetings, speaking events, lectures or meetings organised for and attended by students, members of the public or employees of the university or students union, whether or not held on university premises.
· Gender segregation is permissible during religious worship because this is not covered by equality law. However, once an event goes beyond religious worship or practice, equality law applies and the courts are likely to consider any gender segregation to be unlawful.
· The guidance makes clear that any gender segregation amounts to discrimination if it results in disadvantage to any participant because of their gender.  This will include situations where men and women are seated separately.
· Genuinely voluntary gender segregation is permissible under the law. However, it is the Commission’s view that it would be impracticable for organisers to attain the necessary certainty that, at every stage, segregation was demonstrably voluntary for all individuals considering or attending an event and that there was no explicit or implicit expectation that men and women should sit separately.
· The evidential challenge in relation to what is demonstrably voluntary will be significant and for that reason may be impractical given that universities must satisfy themselves that the event is lawful. Therefore, the safest approach is to ensure that there is no encouragement of segregated seating by gender, other than in acts of religious worship.
· Equality law protects individuals from discrimination because of religion or belief. However, any claim of religious discrimination on the basis of a refusal to permit gender-segregated seating would not succeed as the prohibition would be justified in order to prevent unlawful sex discrimination.
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