Best Local Council Responses to the EHRC Single‑Sex Guidance: What Lambeth’s Move Means
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Shoppers and residents are watching local councils rethink services after new EHRC guidance on single‑sex spaces came into force; Lambeth’s Green leadership has pledged to develop its own transgender policy, sparking debate about dignity, safety, cost and legal risk for public services across the UK.
Essential Takeaways
What changed: The Equality and Human Rights Commission guidance says single‑sex toilets, changing rooms, wards and refuges should be used according to birth sex rather than gender identity.
Lambeth’s stance: The Green‑led council has voted to develop a policy that protects transgender and non‑conforming residents and pledged to consider non‑implementation if legal advice allows.
Practical impact: Remodelling nearly 13,000 toilets and more than 5,000 changing rooms could cost millions and require thousands of new signs, affecting hospitals, gyms and leisure centres.
Legal exposure: The EHRC chair warned councils that flouting the Equality Act risks legal action, while admitting enforcement has practical limits.
Human angle: Councillors and campaigners stress competing rights , dignity and access for trans people versus privacy and safety concerns for others , making local policy choices highly sensitive.
Why Lambeth’s decision is getting national attention
Lambeth’s Green leadership has framed its move as about ensuring people can access health and social care without fear, a point that lands emotionally for many residents. Councillor Natalie Kane told the BBC she worries people could avoid essential services if they feel uncomfortable, and that fear is a powerful, visible detail in this dispute. The story isn’t just legal trivia; it’s about whether someone will go to a GP or a refuge when they need to.
The council’s motion to “develop its own policy” grew from that human concern and from a vote in July to “protect and champion” transgender and non‑conforming people’s dignity. But this local push sits against national guidance, so Lambeth is trying to thread a needle , balancing conscience, community feeling and the law.
What the EHRC guidance actually requires , and what it doesn’t
The EHRC code sets out that single‑sex services should be provided based on biological sex. Mary‑Ann Stephenson, the EHRC chair, made clear the code is guidance rather than new law, but she warned councils they can’t simply ignore the Equality Act without risking legal complaints or enforcement action. There’s a practical caveat: Stephenson admitted you can’t have a guard at every toilet asking people their sex, so the code assumes a mix of common‑sense measures and discretion.
For councils and service operators that sounds straightforward until you consider edge cases, like refuges or hospital wards, where privacy and safety concerns are acute. That’s why many local authorities are poring over legal advice before deciding whether to follow, adapt or resist the guidance.
Politics, pressure and the practicalities of “third spaces”
Green leader Zack Polanski called the guidance “unworkable” and part of a broader attack on trans rights, pointing out that asking organisations to provide a “third space” at all times creates funding and equity problems. Campaigners argue third‑space solutions can end up segregating people and being practically discriminatory.
Meanwhile, ministers and opposition spokespeople have framed the guidance as restoring women’s legal rights in single‑sex spaces. Shadow equalities minister Claire Coutinho praised the code and accused some organisations of avoiding legal compliance. The clash is political, but it also forces councils to think about budgets: according to a Press Association FOI, changes to signs and layouts could cost millions, which matters for smaller services with tight resources.
The often‑overlooked tension with other vulnerable groups
Disabled people, survivors of abuse and those needing urgent healthcare are among groups most affected by how single‑sex spaces are managed. ITV reported concerns that the guidance risks creating friction between disabled people who require assistance and trans people seeking dignity and safety. That trade‑off is practical, not merely ideological , for instance, who can accompany someone into a single‑sex changing room, and how do you ensure privacy without creating barriers?
Schools, employers and trusts are also wrestling with inclusion guidance from bodies such as ASCL, trying to keep classrooms and staffrooms safe and accessible. Many are seeking tailored risk assessments rather than one‑size‑fits‑all rules, which seems sensible in places with varied needs and limited cash.
What councils should consider when shaping local policy
Councils should start with clear objectives: keep services accessible, lawful and safe. Practical steps include consulting legal teams, running risk assessments for specific services, engaging with disabled and trans communities, and costing any physical changes. Where possible, provide gender‑neutral options alongside single‑sex spaces, but be honest about the limits of implementation and funding.
Local authorities also need transparent communications: residents appreciate clear explanations about why a policy looks the way it does and what alternatives exist. A calm, evidence‑based local debate can avoid the polarised headlines and help services stay focused on people’s needs.
Closing line
It’s a tricky balance, but careful, locally tailored policies that put dignity and access first will matter most in the months ahead.
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