Community Empowerment Pilots

Review and Recommendations October 2009

1. INTRODUCTION

Two pilots have been underway in Harraby and in Arthuret and Kirkandrews on Esk parishes since September 2008. The purpose of the review is to determine the progress made against the original aims and objectives, to draw some conclusions on our experiences and learning so far – what has worked well and not so well – and to make a number of recommendations about future activity that particularly informs development of the Council’s new priorities of Environment and Economy.

2. POLICY CONTEXT 

Duty to Involve

The pilots were, at least in part, a response to the changing national policy context and the new Duty to involve. The new Duty is contained within the Local Government and Public Involvement in Health Act and was enacted, April 2009. It seeks to ensure that local people have greater opportunities to have their say in the design and delivery of council services. It states that where [Best Value authorities] consider it appropriate, they must involve, “representatives of local persons or local persons” in exercise of their functions by:

· Providing information on the exercise of the function

· Consulting about the exercise of the function

· Involving in another way about the exercise of the function

Appropriate should be the default position and is defined as: as much as possible, routine functions, and significant one-off decisions. The new Duty is extended to police authorities, arts, sport, culture and environmental organisations.
3. AIMS AND OBJECTIVES

The original, longer-term aim of the pilots was to develop a model for engaging and empowering local communities that could be rolled out across Carlisle. 

A number of objectives were also identified in the original project plan that would help us to define the purpose and desired outcomes, and to track progress. For Harraby and Longtown: 
· For the local authorities and their partners to get closer to the needs of their communities and particularly those potentially vulnerable 

· To inform, consult and involve the community in the design and delivery of services

· To develop Neighbourhood Management or Locality Working as a means of involving communities

· To explore potential areas for participatory budgeting
· To improve effectiveness and therefore satisfaction with local services

· To prepare for the new performance framework, Comprehensive Area Assessment and particularly to support the Cumbria Local Area Agreement, notably, NI4, % of people who feel they can influence decisions locally

· To bring neighbourhood planning closer to the corporate and community planning of local providers and partnerships

· For local councillors to develop their role as community leaders

· To develop, with the local community, a neighbourhood action plan or community charter

The Longtown pilot also had specific reference to community (parish) planning and quality parish councils:
· To develop community led planning as a means of involving communities
· To enhance the role of quality parish councils

4. FINDINGS

A range of experiences have been highlighted by those directly involved in developing the pilots:

· Offered some excellent opportunities for better communication, closer working with the community and productive partnership work

· Has overcome some negativity, suspicion and misunderstanding

· Most of the last 9 months spent keeping residents on board and trying to explain the process as it unfolded. Mixed views from residents; some were cynical feeling they had been asked everything before ‘with no results’ or felt officers were trying to get them to do their work for them. Others could see the potential and engaged immediately (Harraby)
· The word empowerment was difficult for some people to understand and caused some confusion; a few residents thought it meant that whatever they said would not only happen, but happen immediately; an early opportunity for residents to talk about their perceptions of what empowerment means would be a positive step, as this took up a lot of time 
· Difficult to identify the “added value” to existing community planning process in the rural pilot
· Clarity of the project’s geographical area key to cutting down confusion 

· Early indication of money available would help to focus on what would be reasonable change 

More detailed progress against each of the objectives of the pilots is noted in tables 1 and 2.
Table 1: Progress, Harraby








	For the local authorities and their partners to get closer to the needs of their communities and particularly those potentially vulnerable 

	The Stakeholder group has been the means of a closer relationship with this community. The neighbourhood officer, funded by the police and County Council, has been a valuable additional resource to help facilitate this. Residents on the whole have been very positive about the project especially as their understanding of why systems and procedures are in place has increased.  
“The group has many dynamics from positive enthusiasm to negative cynicism. There are also issues around individual perceptions and understanding of empowerment and what the important issues are.”

 “...It would be useful to try to get a bigger group of residents working together and if sub groups are formed there would be more people to join them rather than the same people on all groups because this can be negative and not representative of the whole community.”
In its early days, members of the group spent a day with a facilitator to focus on the development of the group.


	To inform, consult and involve the community in the design and delivery of services


	There is no doubt this community has a voice that it did not have before and will be part of the discussion re the future of the academy site. Many projects have been undertaken by the group, e.g. Gala day, and most recently, the BMX track. There has been no progress on developing service standards; there is opportunity to do this as part of the community plan
The role of the neighbourhood forum is probably still under developed in bringing the issues to a wider audience.


	To develop Neighbourhood Management or Locality Working as a means of involving communities


	There is little evidence that this has been improved.

...”It was not known whether some issues raised by residents that were passed directly to the area based teams were dealt with as this was not communicated.”
“The only real negative I would comment on would be to get the service providers to sign up from the start and once signed up they should be committed to the project.”


	To explore potential areas for participatory budgeting

(PB)
	Funding was secured from the National PB unit through CIEP and local people and councillors attended training. An event is yet to take place – for which further financial support is available.

	To improve effectiveness and therefore satisfaction with local services


	This is linked to neighbourhood management and locality working. Many issues raised by residents are not dealt with any more effectively; graffiti on bus stops is one example. “Some issues that have been reported are acted on immediately but many more have to be reported over and over again and this frustrates officers and even more so the residents who have raised the issues.” 

However, there was some good practice“...we did not have much to report to Riverside but when we did they responded immediately”


	To prepare for the new performance framework, CAA
 and particularly to support the Cumbria Local Area Agreement, notably, NI 4

	Carlisle scored well on this measure in the Place Survey (2008) achieving top quartile performance (33%) and exceeding LAA targets. However, it is acknowledged that performance is fragile and is dependent upon many external influencing factors, e.g. planning applications. This compared to 25% in Carlisle South (refer table 31).

	To bring neighbourhood planning closer to the corporate and community planning of local providers and partnerships
	There is limited evidence of this. There is opportunity to make progress during the community planning process as priorities and their terms of delivery must be negotiated with service providers.

	For local councillors to develop their role as community leaders
	Ward councillors have been involved in the pilot and their leadership within the local community has been very apparent.

	To develop, with the local community, a neighbourhood action plan or community charter / parish plan
	The plan is underway.


Table 2: Progress, Longtown
	For the local authorities and their partners to get closer to the needs of their communities and particularly those potentially vulnerable 


	The existing infrastructure of the parish councils was the basis for the pilot in the rural area. Community led [parish] planning had been underway for some time and there was confusion about what the pilot was intended to add to existing processes. 

Joint community planning is now underway between Arthuret and Kirkandrews on Esk. The pilot meant a stronger focus on engaging with residents and there is some evidence that this has happened as the group has attracted new members, e.g. from the local business community. 


	To inform, consult and involve the community in the design and delivery of services
	The vehicle for this is the community plan; information has been gathered from a range of sources including drop ins, e.g. for young people, housing needs survey, questionnaires, and the Longtown Moving Forward and Market Town Initiative.



	To develop Neighbourhood Management or Locality Working as a means of involving communities
	There is no evidence that this has been developed. The CPCA
 has indicated that it wishes to explore an issues based approach to locality working and is holding a workshop for all parishes including the two involved in the pilot.

	To explore potential areas for participatory budgeting
	No progress on this issue. Training is available through the CIEP monies but so far has not been taken up.

	To improve effectiveness and therefore satisfaction with local services
	There is no evidence of this. Delivery of the Community Plan will offer opportunity for this to be measured and monitored.

	To prepare CAA and particularly to support the Cumbria Local Area Agreement, notably, NI4
	37% in the rural area said they could influence local decisions (table 31) compared to 33% in Carlisle as a whole. More detailed, valid statistical analysis is not possible.

	To bring neighbourhood planning closer to the corporate and community planning of local providers and partnerships


	There is a target in the Community Plan for Carlisle, 2008 for each priority group to identify at least one rural target [from community plans]. Progress has been reported to the bi-monthly Rural Support Group meetings which in turn reports to the Carlisle Partnership both through the Executive and the Convenors Group.
It is intended to launch Community plans through Neighbourhood Forums as a means of reaching into Cumbria County and City Councils although a mechanism is will still be required for actions and strategic responses to be highlighted at a senior level.

	For local councillors to develop their role as community leaders
	Ward members have supported the pilot but have been frustrated at the slower progress when compared to the urban area. 

	To develop community led planning as a means of involving communities 


	This is underway in both parishes, and had been for some time prior to the pilot. The Community Plan is due to be completed in Spring 2010. The focus that the pilot brought to the process has probably given it a higher profile both locally and within the organisations. 

	To enhance the role of quality parish councils


	This requires further work in partnership with the Carlisle Parish Council Association and the Cumbria Association of Local Councils.


5. CONCLUSIONS

A previous paper on the empowerment pilots identified that success probably looked something like:

The Stakeholder groups are more formally established with relevant membership and support from organisations and training / development offered to local residents. The Neighbourhood action plan or Community Plan prioritises activity and delivery is negotiated with relevant agencies. Costs and budgets are identified and participatory budgeting undertaken that gives choices to residents about priorities for improvement. The role of Ward councillors develops to support the structure, process and delivery of community engagement and empowerment. The action plan is performance managed and is the catalyst and the vehicle for extending participation and engagement throughout the community. 

On this basis, we can conclude that we have had some success in both the urban and rural pilots as stakeholder groups are established and residents in Harraby have taken part in some training and development. Community planning is underway but is not completed. The Community plan has the potential to form the basis of future discussion and negotiation between local communities and service providers around service delivery, and for local people to be involved in determining service standards. This is the good practice demonstrated by North Tyneside, a Beacon Council for engagement. 

The process has taken longer than anticipated; it has required significant up front investment in terms of time and people to get underway which was frustrating for officers, councillors and residents. 

“At the beginning there should have been more time spent between officers looking at how the pilot would engage the community, what was hoped to be achieved and what a potential time line and exit strategy could be. It would then have made it easier to go with some clear parameters to residents instead of us creating those parameters as we went along. Residents still need to be able to suggest which issues they want to look at but going with a completely blank piece of paper was confusing for both officers and residents.”  

6. RECOMMENDATIONS

Assuming that the City Council and its partners wish to continue to develop the community empowerment agenda, the following recommendations are drawn from our experiences so far.

1. Considering the resources that we have, people, partnerships and finance, and the ways in which they are constrained, a stepped programme that focuses on areas of inequality appears to present the most appropriate and manageable way forward. Carlisle should consider the approach advocated by Professor McKnight, identifying the assets that communities already have and on which we can build, as a means of utilising and spreading capacity that already exists locally. This approach is about to be developed in South Workington.
“If the project is rolled out to other areas I would recommend that members of the Harraby Together We Can group were given the opportunity to share their experiences with other communities.”

2. Parish councils have indicated that they wish to develop an issues based rather than geographic approach to locality working which may help to spread capacity, particularly among the smaller parishes when developing community plans. Partners should consider how this may be developed and how it may offer organisations opportunities for a more strategic response to priorities for rural communities. 

3. Linking to the recommendations of the City Council’s review of Community Support, all partners could review their resources directly associated with localities in order to align them with the process and delivery of community action planning. More flexibility within and across organisations is required and this should be reflected in new management structures. 

4. The role of neighbourhood forums is underdeveloped in terms of supporting engagement and empowerment and any review should consider how this could be strengthened. In Harraby the forum was used to bring some of the issues to a wider audience and to celebrate success: “We asked, you said, we did.”

“One of the great strengths of the pilot is to educate people why something can or can’t happen, what’s reasonable, what isn’t, what’s a long term aim, what might be achieved quickly and why certain services can or can’t do certain things.”

The current system of allocating grants could be developed into a process of 
participatory budgeting and there is still some resource available that was 
secured via CIEP to support this.

It is intended in rural areas to launch community plans through neighbourhood 
forums which would also provide a good mechanism for monitoring and review.
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 Influence on local decision making by area (All valid responses)

City South
Agree 37% a3% 25% 30%
Disagree 63% 57% 75% 70%
Unweighted sample a1 150 280 270
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