Getting More from Stronger. A draft paper to strengthen 
the ‘stronger’ element within Cumbria’s LAA work
Background

The Community Development Foundation, a non-departmental government body sponsored through Dept of Communities & Local Govt have been carrying out action research projects in a limited number of areas aimed at strengthening community development & linked issues of empowerment/engagement.

In Cumbria, CDF developed the project outline with the Head of Stronger (Lesley Graham) & the Head of Safer (Paul Musgrave) to make the stronger element within Cumbria’s LAA work more influential. 
CDF has been working with a small group of officers pulled together across the county who are working within the LAA structures on both the stronger & safer agendas: Lesley Graham, Paul Musgrave, Ned Kemp, Stephen Halliday, Mike Heaslip, Jenny Draper & Dave Willetts.

The project began in September & has consisted of 5 meetings between CDF & the practitioner group to unpick the obstacles to making stronger more influential & then for the group to develop & begin to advocate practical solutions. 
What’s the problem?

The stronger agenda is weak because there isn’t a common understanding of what is meant by stronger, how to measure it or where best to locate responsibility for the stronger agenda in such as way as to ensure all activity impacting on stronger communities is captured. 

What’s the answer? 
1. Resolving issues of definition:  Whilst there is confusion as to what stronger currently means, we are focusing on what we’re aiming to achieve as defined by our agreed indicators rather than trying to define a woolly term such a stronger. So, for us ‘stronger’ means community participation, community cohesion & belonging, community influence, community satisfaction, community infrastructure & volunteering. A whole host of activities support this ambition throughout the CSP (and District LSPs) (detailed in the Cumbria Agreement, Action Planning Framework) including different types of local meetings & decision-making fora, engagement techniques & projects such as youth democracy campaigns, streetsafe, community consultations and volunteering initiatives. A further swathe of activities carried out in pursuit of thematic NIs also impact on “Stronger” NIs (either positively or negatively) and these activities need to have their connectivity to “Stronger” NI performance identified and reported.
2. Structural change:  To adjust existing structures in the CSP to ensure that we sit responsibility for the stronger agenda with the CSP executive but provide each thematic partnership with responsibility for stronger indicators & a stronger lead from within that thematic partnership. (See diagram). So the CSP Executive will be responsible for the “Stronger” NIs i.e. NIX, NIY & NIZ. Each thematic partnership will have a responsibility (through it’s own Stronger Champion) to consider any effects on those Stronger NIs (either positive or negative), of its own thematic activities and to report those effects via it’s “Stronger” champion to the “Stronger Advisory Group” and thence to the CSP Executive when the Executive is considering “Stronger” performance, or via it’s chair when the effects are of particular significance.
How will the structure work in practice? 
The structure proposes the following key changes: 
1.To include as a separate report to the CSP Exec Performance meetings, a discussion of the “Stronger” NI performance prepared & led by a member to the “Stronger” advisory group. 
2.To invite comment on activities from within their own theme from TP Chairs, of headline effects on “stronger” NIs, when those effects are of particular significance.
3.To enable the CSP Exec to exercise control of progress on “Stronger” NIs by comment or revision of either specific “Stronger” tasking (eg Community Engagement projects) and comment or referral back of those TP core activities having “stronger” effects (eg Waste Partnership and siting of recycling facilities).

The role of the stronger champion in the TP is to:

1.Ensure that the members of each thematic Partnership (and particularly the Chair and Support Officers) understand that their own thematic activities will almost certainly have an effect on the “Stronger” NIs. To ensure that the potential for positive effects of thematic activities on “Stronger” NIs are maximised or that negative effects are recognised and minimised and that in either case the expected effects are passed up to the CSP Executive for information and comment. 

2.To consult with the other thematic “Stronger” champions and LSP representatives at the “Stronger Advisory Group” to ensure that there is a general awareness of and concurrence with the effects of thematic activities on the direction of travel on the “Stronger” NIs.
 
The role & function of the ‘advisory group’ is to:

 1.To provide an opportunity for the aggregation of “Stronger” effects from each of the seven thematic partnerships so that an overall report can be created for presentation to the CSP Executive at its meetings to consider LAA performance. It may be necessary on occasion to require detailed reports at the CSP Exec from a specific Thematic Partnership Chair and these occasions will be identified at the “advisory group”.

2.To nominate a “Stronger” spokes person to present the Stronger NIs (Perhaps from amongst the LSP Support Officers) to the CSP Exec at each quarter.

3.To ensure the effective return communication of CSP Exec comments via each thematic “stronger” champion of the CSP Exec response to “Stronger” NI performance.

4.To provide an opportunity for Geographical distribution of “Stronger” performance data via the LSP representatives. 
 

The advisory group relates to the CIEP in that:

1.The CIEP (and in particular its community engagement group) will offer opportunities for Thematic partnership members and CSP Exec members to attend training on the relationships between thematic activities and “Stronger” outputs and outcomes. Awareness of these linkages will be the key to connecting beneficial/negative effect to thematic activity and hence to providing the CSP with an insight into cause and effect regarding “stronger” NIs.
2.The advisory group will be able to assist the CIEP to design and possibly to deliver appropriate courses and then to recruit to those courses.

Thematic Partnerships will need to consider the “Stronger” impacts of their core business activities.  
The CSP will acquire a shared understanding of “Stronger” as the key measure of the success of the totality of the Cumbria LAA. In the same way in which “Strong” communities are well connected, coherent and coordinated – a shared understanding of the multifaceted nature of cause and effect on the “stronger” NIs will connect the themes in the LAA. 
Implications and Justification
The proposed changes will be containable within existing meetings by attaching the attendance of TP “Stronger” champions to the present LSP Coordinators meetings. (This will incidentally have the beneficial effect of improving CSP TP to LSP TP communications).

Additional skills and training can be provided from within the Existing CIEP programme.

The single relevant measure will be successful delivery of improvements in the “Stronger” NIs.

The Risks remain the same i.e. “That the Stronger NIs will not improve.”

How will the structure resolve the existing problems?
· stronger becomes an issue for consideration for all the thematic partnerships which promotes a shared understanding & buy in.
· performance on stronger work is accountable & it captures stronger work throughout thematic partnerships

· ensures broader representation across all thematic partnerships through stronger champions with a direct link to CSP
· ensures stronger is owned by all the thematic partnerships & at the highest level – CSP.  
The agenda now requires greater investment of time and energy given new duties upon statutory authorities and the empowerment agenda.
Suggested phases of adoption

A list of essential contacts will be approached in advance of the presentation of the proposal to the CSP Executive Board.
Sounding have already been taken with a significant number of partners in an informal setting.
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