Carlisle Partnership Review, August 2008 

Barriers to an effective partnership and recommendations for the future, longer term, strategic development of the partnership

A briefing paper for the Convenors Group, 9 February 2009 

A definition of partnership, “ a group of 2 or more bodies that agrees common aims…and operates in a non-contractual manner to achieve stated outcomes with demonstrable benefits for their residents.”

1. INTRODUCTION AND SUMMARY OF FINDINGS

By the time of the review, the Carlisle Partnership had been established for over two years; the first meeting took place, March 2006. In order to help determine partners’ perceptions and experiences of the partnership so far, and to inform its future development, a survey was conducted during June – August 2008 open to the Forum membership. There were up to 24 respondents to the survey (some did not answer all the questions).

The vast majority of respondents said there were a number of barriers to effective partnership working; most commonly, lack of engagement and open debate, close association with City Council politics, and a lack of understanding of the partnership’s role in the wider, local context.

A number of ideas were suggested in answer to the next question, how we could improve the experience of working in partnership in Carlisle, the most common of which was to increase active engagement and consultation with Forum members and with local communities. There was also scope to build on people’s most positive experiences of the partnership, the most common of which was development and debate of the Economic Strategy by the priority group. Many of the positive comments related to activity associated with the priority groups, perhaps understandably as this tends to represent the more tangible aspects of the Carlisle Partnership.

2. GOOD PRACTICE

There are three LSPs that have achieved Beacon Council status, South Tyneside Metropolitan Borough Council, Leeds City Council and London Borough of Croydon. These LSPs had demonstrated implementation arrangements for LAA outcomes, and that they were owned by all partners, including community representatives. They had demonstrated progress towards achieving the agreed objectives, together with processes for identifying risks to success.

3. CHALLENGES

The Partnership is in its early days of development. The Leeds LSP, one of the Beacon partnerships, has been established for 18 years

The Partnership should not be about simply receiving information but should consider and be very explicit about how it adds value to what would happen anyway, and how it contributes to the social, economic and environmental wellbeing of Carlisle. (The value for money question is an extremely difficult one to answer. Consideration of the opportunity cost of the partnership and its activities may help us in part, to answer the question.)

Reflecting on the results of the survey and good practice within the Beacon Councils, there are a number of practical steps to improvement that can be identified to secure the medium and longer term, strategic and operational development of the partnership.

3.1 Partnership Forum

There is scope for the Forum to develop its involvement in partnership activity, both at the operational and strategic levels. Partners within the Beacon Councils took ownership of actions and were accountable. Forum members should be given opportunity to consider how they can contribute to the debate on the priorities of the partnership, actions and cross cutting issues, and how they can contribute to delivery. A forward plan or work programme for the partnership could be developed in consultation with the Forum and activity prioritised. This would further serve to clarify the role of the partnership and make business more transparent.

A different approach will be tested using the Cohesion Strategy, endorsed by the partnership, January 09 following consultation with the Forum. Members of the Forum will be asked how they would like to get involved and take ownership of actions identified within the strategy and how implementation may be monitored.

Further involvement of the Forum has the potential to significantly improve the capacity of the partnership.

3.2 Managing performance

It is essential that the partnership is able to demonstrate its contribution to quality of life in Carlisle and when the new performance framework, Comprehensive Area Assessment is in place from April 2009, its contribution to delivery of the LAA for Cumbria. 

The Beacon Councils had sound performance management processes in place to monitor progress of their priorities. The City Council’s performance management system, Covalent, will be used to facilitate improvement in this area and will be led by the Convenor’s group of the partnership. Templates for the priority groups should be developed to include baselines, targets, performance and risks in order that progress against the priorities within the Community Plan for Carlisle and our contribution to the LAA may be monitored. A presentation will be made to the Executive to demonstrate how this may work in practice.

Achieving clarity on current priorities and performance will improve understanding of the role of the partnership in the local, and sub regional context, and provide a good basis on which to determine the future focus of the partnership.

3.3 Community engagement and empowerment

More direct links to local communities and a commitment to “community based solutions” were suggested as a means of improving the responsiveness of the partnership. 

South Tyneside’s listening campaign, “We asked, You said, We did,” proved an effective way of finding out residents’ priorities – and acting on them. The community empowerment pilots underway in Harraby and in Longtown offer a similar approach; the two / three tiers of local government and partners working with local people to determine priorities for their area. To date, partners have been involved in developing the pilots and the partnership Executive has been kept informed. However, as community action plans are produced there will be a bigger role for the partnership in responding to what local people have identified. In this way, a more direct link between priorities for local communities and those within the Community Plan can be established. 

More interaction between the priority groups and more formal systems of information sharing will assist the debate around the cross cutting issues and help to identify common themes. Existing community “assets” such as Neighbourhood Forums may then be used to share information with local communities and to continue the debate, in support of engagement and empowerment. It is important to celebrate any success of the partnership so local people are able to judge the benefits of becoming involved.

4. CONCLUSION

The Convenor’s Group is asked to consider the recommendations for improvement and to add any other actions it considers appropriate. A more detailed improvement plan may then be produced. 

Carolyn Curr

Head of Policy & Performance, January 09
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