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Developing the Future Agenda for the Stronger Communities Thematic Partnership
	1.
	Purpose of Report



	1.1
	To review the findings of recent research and development work relating to community development, empowerment and engagement in Northumberland and to outline proposals for an action plan to enhance them in order to more effectively strengthen the communities of Northumberland, in particular, those communities which are facing more acute social and economic challenges.


	2.
	Recommendations



	2.1
	The Stronger Communities Thematic Partnership (SCTP) is recommended to:


	(i)
	On behalf of NSP, lead the development of an empowerment and engagement action plan for Northumberland drawing the findings and recommendations from the research and development work outlined in section 4;


	(ii)
	Review its Terms of Reference and Membership early in 2011 to ensure that it is “fit for purpose” to oversee the implementation of the empowerment and engagement action plan.
 

	3.
	Background & Context


	
	Delivering the Sustainable Community Strategy



	3.1
	The Sustainable Community Strategy (SCS) is the guiding document for the actions and interventions of Northumberland Strategic Partnership (NSP).  Releasing the Strength of our Communities was adopted by NSP in 2007 to cover the period until 2021. The strategy has since been refreshed and mechanisms through which its implementation is overseen adapted in light of recent structural changes within partner organisations, most notably local government reorganisation in 2009.  The key strategy themes are place shaping, stronger communities, economic prosperity, health and well being and families and children, aligning the strategy more closely with the blocks of the local area agreement (LAA).  Through the NSP’s continuing thematic policy and locality development work, a picture of needs and issues as they relate to these themes across the north, west and south east areas of the county is being built up.  This will enable the partnership to focus on priorities; Northumberland County Council (NCC) has already aligned its medium term strategy to the SCS and LAA.


	
	Stronger Communities Theme


	3.2
	In refreshing the SCS, building blocks and key partnership issues have been identified for each theme.  In the case of the Stronger Communities theme the building blocks are:
· Heritage

· Cultural participation

· Social capital and volunteering

· VCS organisational development

· Community “power and influence”

· Community cohesion

· Neighbourhood management

· Crime and disorder reduction
The key partnership issue is affording equality of opportunity through:

· safe, quality neighbourhoods

· accessibility to services

· engaging the “hard to reach”

· community-led planning



	3.3
	The Stronger Communities Thematic Partnership (SCTP) exists to take a critical overview of the initiatives that purport to underpin these building blocks, consider their contribution to equality of opportunity, identify issues and gaps in performance and promote, support and implement activity which can rectify these shortcomings.  


	
	Performance Assessment



	3.4
	The performance of Northumberland under the Stronger Communities theme is monitored through LAA national indicators 1 to 6 which are measured as part of the Place Survey, a national survey gathering citizens’ perspectives relating to 18 national indicators.  The indicators relevant to Stronger Communities are:  
· NI1 % of people who believe people from different backgrounds get on well together

· NI2 % of people who feel that they belong to their neighbourhood

· NI3 % of people taking part in at least 1 civic participation activity in the last 12 months

· NI4 % of people who feel they can influence decisions in their locality

· NI5 % of the population satisfied with their area as a place to live

· NI6 % participation in regular volunteering

The previous Government regarded NI4 as the indicator that best assesses the level of community empowerment and engagement within a local authority area.



	3.5
	The results of the first place survey for all local authorities were published in July 2009.  They showed an overall positive picture for Northumberland compared to the North East and England as a whole.  However further analysis by InfoNet showed quite different views and perceptions between those living in the south east of the county and elsewhere.  The SCTP received a report on the place survey findings at its meeting on 12th January 2010 which highlighted the principal differences between localities.  The report also noted that in the case of NI4 – % of people who feel they can influence decisions in their locality - the majority of localities are performing below the national average.  These findings suggest that there is a substantial future agenda for the SCTP based on tackling the NI4 shortcomings across the county and developing specific responses to address the disparities between localities; InfoNet analysis of IMD and other data can also assist the SCTP in identifying priority communities and actions.


	
	Coalition Government Policies


	3.6
	The election of the new coalition Government In May 2010 will result in changes in area performance management through local authorities.  It has already announced the abolition of the Comprehensive Area Assessment although it is not yet clear how this will affect the SCS and LAA.  Both the Conservatives and Liberal Democrats have said, in different ways, that they will give greater power to communities and individuals to determine their futures.  There is little clarity on how this will be achieved but below are a few pointers:

· The Conservatives’ vision of a Big Society is based around social responsibility and community action.  Charities, voluntary groups and a new generation of community organisers will help tackle some of the most stubborn social problems.
· The Conservatives’ decentralisation green paper, “Control Shift” (February 2009) outlines a series of policies that will see powers transferred from the central state to local people and local institutions.
· The Conservatives’ “Open Source Planning” green paper (February 2010) outlines proposals to use 'open source democracy' and neighbourhood involvement to encourage sustainable development, radically reforming the planning system to give local people more ability to determine the shape of the places where they live.
· Communities Secretary Eric Pickles, speaking at a Local Government Information Unit event on 7th June 2010 said: "I am determined - as I know many in local government are - to shift power away from central government and pass it to local people and community groups.  It is all about empowering the citizens to act collectively on local issues."
The public sector spending cuts announced in the Government’s emergency budget on 22nd June 2010 will have an enormous impact on the ability of local authorities to deliver services directly.  Their commitment and ability to effectively enable and partner with the VCS and communities on service delivery will be vital to maintaining the quality of life within their areas.


	4.
	Strategic Research and Development Work Supporting the SCTP Agenda


	4.1
	The following sections outline some of the strategic research and development work that has been undertaken over the last 6-12 months in relation to the agenda of the SCTP.  The synergies between them, and the findings and conclusions of the research pieces, are starkly evident and demonstrate the scale of the task in hand for the SCTP and NSP in developing community engagement and empowerment culture and practice in Northumberland.



	
	Locality Development



	4.2
	The size, geography and diversity of Northumberland has challenged the unitary county council to develop an infrastructure which will enable engagement within and between communities and between communities and the principal authority and other partners such that strategic planning and service delivery can more effectively meet the needs of citizens at a local level.  The current infrastructure comprises 3 area partnerships – north, west and south east - mirrored by 3 area county council committees and community forums in 27 localities that sit under the area partnerships.  


	4.3
	Over the last year, NCC’s Locality Team has nurtured the development of the community forums, identifying local administering organisations, promoting participation from a breadth of groups and individuals, facilitating meetings and building up a portfolio of information on the needs and issues for each locality.  The portfolios draw on InfoNet’s analyses of locality statistics, previous community plans, and discussions at forum meetings.  The findings from each locality are being integrated into a content framework for the SCS which will enable cross referencing of issues by partnership area and SCS theme and provide the basis for specific community action planning discussions by the forums the results of which will feedback into the content framework.  The speed of progress has varied widely between forums.  Glendale is one of the more advanced having held a community action planning event in May which has confirmed the key priorities for its action plan; other localities will be developing their action plans during the coming months.  Properly executed, the work of the forums should improve individuals’ influence over what happens in their locality and, together with the SCS framework, should enable the thematic partnerships to identify links between strategic and local issues and opportunities for action.



	
	 Neighbourhood Development  – Understanding Services and Communities




	The learning from this project needs to be incorporated into the future work of implementing community action plans.

	

	
	Community Planning Commission


	4.5
	In November 2009, using funding from the REIP, NCC commissioned Sue Bevan and Action for Market Towns to develop a framework for an effective community planning (CP) process in Northumberland.  Historically there has been much community led planning in the county.  However, whilst it has provided a platform for some very effective local action, it has failed to substantially influence strategic service planning.  



	4.6
	Research into practices elsewhere showed that local authorities performing effectively on CP also performed well within a wider empowerment agenda.  In summary they:

· Demonstrate commitment at chief executive and member level to an empowerment ethos placing it at the heart of how local authority business is done;
· Believe that an empowerment ethos is cost effective as enabling and partnering others helps them achieve more than they would do alone;
· Sustain their ethos during dwindling resources by developing creative solutions.
· Have clarity and protocols regarding the roles and expectations of elected members as community champions;
· Provide support for and have mature working relationships with the VCS;
· Employ officers to facilitate partnership working and provide a bridge between communities and service providers, including supporting members, VCS, other officers and community forums;
· Foster a climate of cooperation in delivering shared objectives between the communities and the planners;
· Involve citizens in shaping the services they use.


	4.7
	In considering these findings, the steering group for the commission acknowledged the pockets of community empowerment and CP activity undertaken by NCC members and staff but concluded that for a framework for CP in Northumberland to be effective NCC would need to promulgate a corporate empowerment culture.  The findings were discussed internally within NCC in December 2009 but drew little reaction.  They were then presented to a meeting of the SCTP in January 2010 where the correlation with the findings of the Place Survey showing Northumberland’s underperformance on NI 4 – % of people who feel they can influence decisions in their locality – was noted as corroboration of the CP commission’s conclusions.  The issue was referred to the NSP’s Leadership Group for further consideration.  


	4.8
	In February 2010 the CP consultants held a focus group with officers in NCC’s Place Group to explore their understanding of it and how it might enable NCC to more effectively perform its statutory duties post LGR in a climate of public sector spending cuts.  The report of the workshop was presented to the Place Group on 25th June.  It concluded that the creation of a unitary NCC has changed the context for seeking increased empowerment through CP.  Evidence suggests that, where applied well, CP can help Council officers to better engage with communities and provide a focus for developing joined-up and more devolved service delivery, particularly important given the size of Northumberland and the opportunities that exist to join-up services previously delivered by different authorities.  However, the case for CP is not fully proven and for many officers and councillors it might be viewed as an unnecessary distraction and burden on resources at this time.  It seems that more quantifiable evidence is needed about the ability of CP to improve cost-effective, service delivery and this should be the focus of further research.  The report also concludes that, to serve the interests of the County, any development of a CP framework in Northumberland would need to:

· First and foremost be supported by a cultural shift within NCC requiring consistent senior-level buy-in and support from senior executives and councillors to achieve the necessary levels of cooperation between different services;
· Provide clarity, coordination and a consistent way of working across communities and services in terms of basic techniques and communication channels;
· Achieve a balance between some level of holistic, county-wide coverage, with the requirements of statutory processes and opportunities or needs that arise for more detailed work for specific issues or localities;  

· Serve as the basis for an iterative dialogue between NCC and communities that can be achieved through ongoing relationships rather than a series of transactions or ‘signing-off’ of an agreed plan;
· Provide councillors with a pivotal advocacy role in using the evidence gleaned from CP to strengthen the links between representative and participatory democracy;
· Provide clear guidance about the appropriate levels of community leadership and engage Council officers in developing the capacity of communities to deliver CP to a consistent standard;
· Involve other services, the third sector, interest groups and the business community.
The report notes that the Community Forums are well suited to brokering the CP process, acting as a mechanism to bring together the strategic and service delivery interests of NCC and partners and the evidence and resourcefulness that can be marshalled through CP.  Their success will depend on the commitment within the forums to reach out to and support leadership from within the communities they serve.  It is important that the introduction of a CP framework complements the existing development of the forums and does not become entangled with any wider debate about their operation and purpose.




	
	Community Development Mapping


	4.9
	In January 2010 NCC secured funding from the North East Empowerment Partnership (NEEP) to employ Sally Thomas of Social Regeneration Consultants to map community development (CD) in Northumberland.  This was an extension of a NEEP commission to map CD in the north east region.  Although public sector CD activities have reduced considerably in recent years, many public sector officers use community development approaches and methods in their work and there are a number of community and voluntary sector organisations with a community development role; the picture is mixed and can be confusing.  The commission will report fully following completion of the related regional study.  Some of the messages coming from it are:

· Greater clarity is needed about the purpose and role of community development and its relevance to stronger communities and better public sector delivery;
· There is a majority view in the public sector that community development is an increasingly important part of effective and efficient service delivery and other public sector activities;     

· The council no longer delivers community development, resulting in a substantive reduction in overall work with communities in the county;
· The community and voluntary sector provides community development but delivery is patchy, standards variable and co-ordination limited;
· A general recognition that resources are limited and will become more so, requiring creative thinking and innovative approaches as to how community development is delivered in the future;
· The quantity and quality of approaches and skills needed to identify community issues and priorities in order to target services and maximise investment are insufficient in all sectors;    

· More evidence is needed about the effect and impact of community development (i.e. the business, social and economic case);
· Community development is a crucial part of engagement, empowerment, community planning and other related policy areas;
·  Meaningful and sustainable work with communities in the county requires a culture change within the public sector that embraces partnership working, equality, trust and respect between agencies;
· There is an urgent need to address community development and related areas in order to tackle the existing and growing gap between the public sector and communities. 


	
	Closing the Gap – Engaging the Hard to Reach



	4.10
	Effective engagement and empowerment of the public to influence public services has long been a taxing issue for the public sector, particularly in relation to ‘hard to reach or seldom heard’ i.e. people with disabilities, younger people and people from minority ethnic groups, whether or not inclusion in that grouping stems from ethnicity, culture, religion and/or occupation.  Research commissioned by NEEP in February 2010 explored the current and potential engagement of people in the groupings outlined above and developed recommendations as to how levels of engagement and empowerment could be generated or enhanced.  Three pieces of research were commissioned:

· Adapt NE for people with disabilities

· Northumbria Youth and VoiCeS for people within the 16 to 25 age group

· Northumberland Community Development Network for people from Black and Minority Ethnic Communities

The work was supported by and conducted through other key stakeholders, all active within their specific fields of interest.  It culminated in a development day in April where the key findings of the research were outlined, collective wisdom pooled and key elements for effective engagement for the future identified.  A report of the findings was compiled by Equate consultancy.


	4.11
	The report recommends that engagement and empowerment needs to be given strong leadership within NCC and championed across the whole organisation.  “Deciding to really engage with engagement is significant; it is about changing the thinking and behaving of individuals, agencies and functions and, at its highest level, achieving cultural shifts within whole organisations.”  Specifically the report recommends:
· The development of a shared set of values and principles between key stakeholders responsible for the delivery of effective engagement and empowerment within Northumberland;
·  The development of a shared language and understanding relating to engagement and empowerment across the sectors;

· Effective data collection in terms of those identified as hard to reach or seldom heard, i.e. who are they, which agencies, personnel, alternative groups are already involved, what are the numbers, locations, preferences and cultural requirements of the various groupings?;

· Key workers to be trained and skilled in engagement and empowerment per se and particularly in the encouragement of people who have been identified as hard to reach or seldom heard;

· Training to be across sectors and developed within partnerships between different agencies in Northumberland as well as utilising the more generic training guidance;

· Systems and procedures to be refined and created so engagement and empowerment is flagged up and integrated into everyday working;

· Greater clarity regarding the process of engagement and a clear matching between purpose and form so that the public are not deluded into thinking they can be more or less influential than the situation dictates;

· Clear communication in terms of purpose, process and outcome i.e. what have been the decisions made?

· Communication per se to be developed according to legislative guidelines and to be available in a range of forms and formats, particularly the use of networking sites, blogs, texting and local radio;

· Public sector personnel to ‘go where the people are’ and meet people in less than usual environments e.g. on sites, in community groups, places of recreation, youth gatherings;

· The marketing of effective engagement to be more widespread, for example positive stories to be disseminated regarding making a difference: the value of being engaged;

· Good practice to be gathered and disseminated across the County;

· Personnel to be identified within the various agencies to whom  the public can refer if and when issues arise;

· More information regarding the purpose, role of and people involved with the various community forums and local councillors to be more widely available.



	
	Votes and Voices



	4.12
	In the autumn of 2009 NCC commissioned, with REIP funding, two Local Improvement Advisors to assist the NSP’s Leadership Group to promote a partnership culture at all levels which reconciles tensions between participative and representative democratic structures.  Following discussions with a wide range of key players, the advisors have arranged 4 appreciative enquiry workshops – 1 in June, 2 in July and 1 in October - involving NSP board members and representative and participative democracy activists.  The aim is to develop a shared vision of effective community engagement and empowerment and lay the foundations for a culture change across the county.  The first session took place on 17th June encouraging a disparate group of individuals to give examples of good community engagement and empowerment work in Northumberland and to share their future vision for the county.


	
	Developing the Relationship between the VCS and NCC


	4.13
	During 2009 NCC undertook a review of its VCS funding to inform future allocations.  The review enabled NCC to allocate funding during 2010/11 to the principal VCS groups including:
· VCS infrastructure support (CAN,W CVS, BVCVS, NCDN)

· Development trusts

· Citizens’ advice bureaux

· Credit unions

· Youth services

The allocations were made on the understanding that during 2010/11NCC would agree with the VCS a more robust and accountable allocation process for 2011/12 and beyond based on effective evaluation of the sector’s work, particularly in relation to CD, community engagement and empowerment.  The need for this is particularly evident at this time given NCC’s budgetary situation and the Government’s public sector spending cuts.  An evaluation framework has been agreed which will include peer review through the VCS Consortium.


	4.14
	Recently NCC has set up an “innovation group” to consider new ways of working between the VCS, NCC and other public sector organisations.  Initially it will explore commissioning.  The group will strengthen the VCS’s influence with the authority and complement the VCS Consortium by providing NCC with access to individual organisations to better understand specific areas of interest through an action learning approach. 


	5.
	Conclusions and Way Forward


	5.1
	Over the last year there has been a wide range of activity undertaken in Northumberland in relation to the agenda of the SCTP and common themes have emerged - the shortcomings in community engagement and empowerment in the county and the tensions between participative and representative democracy.  It is important that these are tackled in order to enhance the effectiveness of the VCS and the public sector in delivering the SCS and LAA.  Therefore it is proposed that an empowerment and engagement action plan be developed for the county that takes on board the recommendations of the various pieces of research and learning from current activities.  It should not be another strategy or weighty document but rather a straightforward plan setting out empowerment and engagement protocols and infrastructure that will effectively tackle the problems that have been identified.  It is also proposed that this plan be prepared on behalf of NSP by the SCTP.
 


