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Charles Woodd - Empowered Communities

Community Empowerment Division, DCLG
1.  Introduction
‘The aim of the [White Paper] is to give local people and local communities more influence and power to improve their lives’ – Ruth Kelly.  In Charles Woodd’s (CW) words ‘The Government is trying quite hard to say it doesn’t have all the answers’.  His session concentrated on Chapter 2 of the White Paper, on Empowerment.

The proposed new Best Value duty goes much further than the current one by requiring authorities to ensure participation of citizens by informing, consulting and involving them in designing, delivering or assessing services. There is a let-out – ‘where appropriate’ – but the default position must be to involve.  This proposal is included in the Local Government and Public Involvement in Health Bill, currently in Parliament. More information on the present Best Value framework can be found on the Best Value website:  

http://www.bvpi.gov.uk/pages/Index.asp
The structural context for community engagement is complex, including the Sustainable Community Strategy, Local Area Agreement, Statement of Community Involvement and Compact with Voluntary and Community Sector, to name but four; community engagement is the ‘glue that holds these together’.  Those present urged the importance of starting with the most local levels, not the LAA level, if engagement was to succeed.  Parish and Town Councils were too often ignored.  CW agreed that the relationship should be circular, not top-down.  

It was pointed out that it is very difficult for Town and Parish Councils to keep up with all these strategies, and that councillors at all levels are dropping out as they feel they have no influence.  CW said Govt was aware of this and was trying to create change; for example, in his department the language was changing from speaking about ‘backbench councillors’ to ‘front line councillors’.  Bradford was cited as an example of a place where good work took place at neighbourhood level, and the Authority had gone through a process of cultural change to achieve this.  

There are two dimensions to community empowerment: creating more opportunities and building capacity.  And it is about building capacity in Government, just as much as it is about building capacity in communities.  Govt recognises that while there is no blue print for this work, people can learn from each other.  Getting learning going regionally is very important.  Somerset was mentioned as a good regional example: panels of Councillors have been created for local areas, making for better links and insights into how money is used.

2.  Opportunities created by the White Paper
Councillors Commission.  Not part of the Paper, but significant, is this Commission looking at ways to better support councillors and encourage more people from a wider range of backgrounds to play a leading role in their communities, reporting in November 2007. The Commission will consider town and parish councillors, as well as local authority councillors.

The Community Call for Action (CCA).  Citizens unhappy that a matter is not being taken up will be able to take it to any councillor, and if that does not give satisfaction, the councillor can put the CCA on the agenda of the relevant Overview and Scrutiny Committee, which will have the right to demand a reply from the relevant Authority.

Representation on LSPs.  The imperative will be on LSPs to structure themselves more appropriately to include Voluntary and Community Sector involvement, and national work on this has started.

Parish and Community Councils.  The well-being power will be extended to Quality Parishes.  Work is currently taking place on the Quality Parish Standard, but where this has got to is uncertain.  The process of establishing (and abolishing) Parish and Community Councils will also be made simpler.

It may be possible to have Local Charters, perhaps based on neighbourhood or parish planning.   The idea is currently being explored.  These would be a way for service providers and local people to arrive at a statement which sets out service standards for that Parish or community; somewhat like a mini LAA, but not so all-embracing. 

Transfer of public assets to communities.  The results of the Quirk Review will be published in May at a launch by Ruth Kelly, then more widely.  There will be a strong message to LAs that that they must work corporately (i.e. across their own departments), and with their partners, to make this work, asking what is the best way generally to use assets.  Also, a better understanding is needed of what is already possible, as this is not well understood: communication and promotion is very important.  The area has big opportunities and threats for all concerned.

3.  Building Capacity
Building capacity in local government.  Community engagement will be an improvement priority within the emerging National Improvement Strategy.  The Regional Improvement Partnership will have an important role.  It will be necessary to train councils and other LSP partners as commissioners, and make learning provision for councillors as well as officers.  It is not clear, however, to what extent this work will reach Parish and Town Councillors.

CW was asked what sort of duty would be placed on Authorities to show that they had engaged with communities – if this was not in place, they could cherry-pick methods of engagement to ensure the results they were looking for.  The new National Indicator Set of 200 indicators (reduced from 1200 currently) will include measures for community engagement and cohesion. The set of 35 plus 18 measures agreed in each LAA may include such priority targets. There will also be the Comprehensive Area Assessment by the Audit Commission: the Commission will use the extended Best Value Duty to help it work this up.  There is much still to play for in holding Authorities properly to account.

Building capacity in communities.  It is recognised that this is not happening enough, or in a sufficiently co-ordinated way.  Better co-ordination of community development is ‘absolutely crucial’ to empowering communities.  A manifesto for this could be found in the Community Development Challenge report, downloadable at:  

http://www.communities.gov.uk/index.asp?id=1504970
Learning for active citizenship and citizen governance was also needed.  At www.takepart.org  (the national learning framework for active learning for active citizenship) the experience of Exeter CVS is included as an example of flexible learning for people who wish to be more involved.  For more background and information, CW also recommended Firm Foundations, published by the Home Office in 2004 (http://www.communities.gov.uk/index.asp?id=1502531 ), and for good practice guidance and information www.togetherwecan.info .  This site will be relaunched in extended form in May.  In CW’s view, there are currently a lot of inadequacies in the way resources are co-ordinated and used, for example a great many short term contracts, although there are some good examples.  Community development, he believed, could make an enormous difference as it enabled more to be made of existing resources.  

CW was asked how authorities could be persuaded into the change of heart that had clearly happened in Bradford.  He noted that the problem to date had been that while quite a lot was happening, there were relatively few very good examples.  He suggested that Portsmouth was also worth looking at for its work in this area (see www.togetherwecan.info ).

Another questioner pointed out that Parish and Community Councils provided a demonstrably democratic approach to community engagement, and yet there’s no evidence that this is properly taken account of.  An arrangement in which authorities police themselves will not work.  Also, these councillors are not part of the e-gov agenda.  In Teignbridge, for example, only about 50% of councillors have email, making them difficult to communicate with.  All Parish Clerks should be provided with laptops.

Building capacity in the Third Sector.  Support for Third Sector infrastructure was being provided through the ChangeUp programme, now being delivered by Capacitybuilders.  Government was also looking at how key national specialist networks (such as the Development Trusts Association) could be strengthened to provide a more local resource.  And details of the £30m Community Assets Transfer Fund to facilitate transfer of assets to the Third Sector would be announced shortly.

4.  Guidance and support
Statutory guidance on place shaping is expected to be in place in 2008.  There will also be guidance on the Community Call for Action, Overview and Scrutiny and LINks (which will replace Patient and Public Involvement Forums).  Good practice guidance on community empowerment will be led by the LGA.  

Government sees a need for a regional space in which people can learn from each other.  DCLG is currently working with the Community Development Foundation to bring together national partners to lift the profile of community empowerment, and there is also to be a regional focus, in which creating:excellence is likely to be involved, with others.  Progress on this is expected over the next two months.

The IDeA website was also mentioned as a good source of case studies, with South Somerset and Shropshire as examples of good work.
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