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INTRODUCTION

The Devon Heartlands Rural Action Research Project (RARP)  is one of a number of such projects funded by the Carnegie UK Trust on the theme of ‘Engaging Rural Communities in Ongoing Community Planning’ The project also sets out to examine and develop approaches and mechanisms used to facilitate community engagement and the value of local partnerships. 

The specific aims for the Devon Heartlands project, running from 2006 to 2009, were set out at the start as:

· To use the RARP as an opportunity to progress a shared understanding of Community Panning and help develop and put in place the necessary mechanisms and methodologies for meaningful and community engagement which supports ongoing Community Planning . 

· To examine and explore the role of LSPs as recognised appropriate fora for the receipt and dissemination of Community Plans and their potential to lead the local co-ordination of Community Planning, disseminate outputs and broker facilitation, and to report this in the context of sub-regional, regional and national best practice.

· To develop agreed methodologies for Community Planning that support and combine with the Democratic Processes and elected representatives to support continuing Community Planning and Partnership Working. Using local examples and reflecting this in a wider context.

· To develop local and sub regional agreements, or Protocols for the facilitation of Community Planning Partnerships with the key partners/ agencies and to test-fit and compare and contrast models for ‘Bridging’  (i.e. agreements or protocols for sustainable and effective linkage between community and agencies)  

· To identify and establish mechanisms for the inclusion of Parish and Market Town Plans into other Strategies with local and sub regional partners and to report national best practice.

· To develop mechanisms for Parish, Market Town Plans and Design Statements, in whole or in part, to be included within the Local Development framework (LDF) as Supplementary Planning Documents using local examples.

· To define and agree channels of communication between community groups and the statutory partners; utilising the Voluntary and Community Sector to ensure the widest representational rural community voice

· To offer an appraisal of cost and resource implications of responding to the findings and challenges of ongoing Community Planning and of not doing so.  

Work on the project began in 2006 and was rolled out more fully from early in 2007.  A local working group was established to include members of the West Devon Local Strategic Partnership, Devon County Council, West Devon Council for Voluntary Service and members of the Devon Heartlands RARP project team.

Following a regional event hosted by South West Acre Network and the Market and Coastal Towns Association, facilitated by Jeff Bishop of BDOR and attended by both Paul and Sally Foxhall (the then West Devon LSP Chairman) it was agreed, with the support of the Devon Towns Forum, to commission Jeff Bishop of BDOR to provide some specific support to the West Devon LSP, which was undergoing a reorganization. In parallel to this, there was a need to explore the potential for alignment between the aims of the Carnegie RARP and those of the various partner agencies. Jeff’s input was to be in two forms. 

First, to advise on Community-led Planning and Community Engagement generally. This was because Jeff (a) was the main author of “An Exciting Future for Community Plans”, a report on community planning across the South West, (b) has long experience of rural development and engagement issues (including being one of the ‘inventors’ of Village Design Statements) and (c) works on such issues at a local, regional and national level including with several of the Key Partners identified by the Devon Heartlands RARP.

Secondly, Jeff’s experience as a facilitator would be highly beneficial to the aims of the RARP and its partners to help them share and disseminate as much of the current work and emerging good practice as possible, and to help bring key parties together constructively.

Jeff’s specific commission was to do three things:

· To design, facilitate and report on two workshops aimed primarily at key people within West Devon, though also including County personnel and others. These workshops were focused on developing some form of local action plan to take forward the issues listed in the RARP project aims (above) along with the aims and requirements of the other partners. 

· To design, facilitate and report on a Devon-wide workshop aimed at sharing the West Devon experience but also placing that in the context of (and learning from) general good practice across the County and elsewhere.

· To produce this ‘reflections’ report to assist and contextualise the work being undertaken as part of the RARP and its effect.
A full report of each of the three events is available separately from this overall report.

THE CONTEXT

As well as the general context of this project within the overall Carnegie UK Trust RARP programme, it is important to mention other things which happened within the same time period as covered by this work; (January to June 2007). 

In February 2007 the Department of Communities and Local Government published the long-awaited Local Government White Paper: “Strong and Prosperous Communities”. Though much of the detail and some of the emphasis of this White Paper were new, some ideas had already emerged or were broadly anticipated – notably changes to the LSP format and next stages for Local Area Agreements. This White Paper has extremely significant implications for Community-led Planning, for the Carnegie work in general and for Devon. 

Because many knew about the forthcoming White Paper, some authorities and groups were already underway with refreshing their (Sustainable) Community Strategies or restructuring their LSPs. In particular Devon County was reconsidering this work and had commissioned an external consultant to work with them to develop a new approach. As part of that work a seminar was held for LSP Coordinators from across Devon which Jeff Bishop and Paul Delahoy were able to attend. 

In May 2007 the same government department (but a different team) published “Planning for a Sustainable Future’, the so-called Planning White Paper. Though less directly relevant to Community led Planning, it included some important suggested changes to the planning system at local level that could, for example, further enhance community engagement and make it easier to advance Village Design Statements.

In addition, the clients for “An Exciting Future for Community Plans” – SWAN (the South West Acre Network) and MCTA (the Market and Coastal Towns Association) - were continuing to move ahead with some of the recommendations in the research report and to apply these across the South West, including within Devon, and have now sensibly included the lead officer of the Carnegie RARP within their working group.
It is probably relevant to add that, while the Devon Heartlands work was underway, Jeff Bishop was also undertaking a thorough evaluation of the North Dorset Community Planning Model. That work provided additional ideas and issues for the Carnegie work in its regional considerations.

The key point behind all of this is that Devon Heartlands are not alone in pushing for improved practice on all aspects of Community Planning, although many of the Heartlands RARP aims are highly prescient.  However, despite the nationally important Carnegie link, they and the project may well have been given little priority had they been acting entirely alone. However, the fact that almost all groups and agencies were being required to address these same issues because of government pronouncements added some ‘clout’ and immediacy to the discussions. How effective that is remains to be seen (later in this report).

WEST DEVON WORKSHOP 1: 12th March 2007

In the initial stages of the Carnegie work Paul Delahoy had secured support from West Devon District Council to link in to their work via an ‘LSP Sub-group’ of members and officers. By and large this was the group invited to the first workshop, the intention being to use this as a base from which to explore the issues and widen out attendance at Workshop 2.  10 people attended workshop 1, including a couple from outside the sub-group. 

Workshop 1 was a ‘taking stock’ and ‘awareness raising’ event to bring everybody up to speed about the Carnegie project and its context, though it concluded with a session looking ahead to the next event. It was run by Jeff Bishop very much in workshop mode so the report captures all the points made and conclusions reached.

As people arrived they contributed to an exercise on why engagement fails. Once everybody had convened, groups used the results of the opening exercise and some presented materials to suggest principles for effective engagement. Jeff then introduced a ‘framework’ that he has been developing and using across the country to help people to think about whether their overall authority or LSP approach to community engagement is coherent and effective. Participants undertook a ‘snap’ evaluation of how West Devon performs within the framework and then small groups elaborated strengths and weaknesses of current action within some of the key ‘boxes’ of the framework.

The two final sessions used the ideas produced to begin to suggest what might need to be done to move practice forward, who needs to be engaged to deliver this effectively and what is underway already to help make progress (both locally or within Devon and from practice elsewhere).  

WEST DEVON WORKSHOP 2: 3rd April 2007

Using the ideas and tactics suggested in Workshop 1, the key aims of Workshop 2 were to attract a wider and larger group (especially those in more senior roles) and to move from awareness to action, i.e. to suggest some form of action plan to take key issues forward. 

23 people attended, again mostly but not solely from West Devon and its LSP. The range of people was excellent, though the seniority issue not completely as hoped; (though the District Council Chief Executive attended throughout). The workshop progressed through three main stages.

On arrival, participants completed small pro-formas about specific consultations (whether by authorities, communities or others) happening across West Devon over the last or next six months. These were then brought together for a short discussion about coherence (suggesting there is none), overlap and repetition (there is lots), overload (19 were noted but the actual figure is likely to be closer to 90!) and inconsistency (all probably use different approaches and methods). This set the ‘brief’ for generating a coherent approach and appropriate support structures as identified within the Devon Heartlands Carnegie RARP.

Having set the need for something better, groups worked on what could be done organisationally (by the LSP, District or whoever) to prepare for this more coherent approach. Group results were shared and some common points emerged.

This then led on to the key stage in which groups used some prompts from Jeff about actions that could form a plan of campaign to build a better LSP-wide format for engagement. The action plan had ‘inked in’ some actions that were already underway and various groups suggested other actions to make a sensible, wide-ranging and practically achievable programme. Those which were clearly promoted or supported by all groups were captured and shaped into a broadly agreed Action Plan. This was then discussed briefly in terms of how best to put it into real action. (The Action Plan is described in full later.)

DEVON-WIDE EVENT: 14th June 2007

The aim of this event was to place the Devon Heartlands Carnegie RARP work in a broader, County-wide context, to raise awareness, to inform others of what the Carnegie project was doing and to hear from others about good practice in Community-led planning in Devon and elsewhere.

Around 40 people attended, almost half from the previous West Devon workshops and the others from a wide range of groups and organisations from across the County. 

The format for this day was slightly different. Though designed by Jeff in combination with Paul, it was less of a practical workshop, more an opportunity to hear about the Carnegie work and about related work by others. The day was set off by a short and stirring presentation from Stephen Wright Regional Director of SWAN, complemented by a longer and more in-depth presentation from Jeff. There were then presentations from others involved in related work from elsewhere in Devon – from authorities and from communities – before a break and an ‘active’ networking lunch. 

Over the lunch period people were asked to fill in small pro-formas listing anything they were involved in or knew of that in any way might be a good ‘ingredient’ to advancing good practice on Community-led planning, Community Engagement and community-led Plans. The forms were all assembled and discussed in a short post-lunch session. There were then two more presentations about initiatives already underway (or shortly to be so) before the only other workshop style activity of the day in which groups drafted ‘key messages’ to government, County Council, communities etc. 

KEY REFLECTIONS AND ISSUES FOR NEXT STAGES 

Using his wider experience and the collective material arising from the workshops Jeff was able to help place the current Carnegie RARP work in a context reflecting the direction of current legislation and opportunities; some suggestions and recommendations follow below, highlighted in bold.  What follows must of course be treated as interim as the RARP and its outcomes are still developing.

Notwithstanding some positive examples, nothing has emerged to-date that suggests that either West Devon or Devon in general are in any significant way different to, ahead of or behind other places. If one were able to combine in one place (one LSP) all the best practice on all the ‘ingredients’ of community planning currently underway across the County, the result would look superb. But of course, different authorities and LSPs are each operating different ingredients of good practice (and not all of them) and they are implementing only some of the ingredients (not all) to the best achievable standard. All authorities and agencies have a lot to learn from each other and there is certainly a lot there already to learn about! So: Continued, regular and well managed sharing of good practice is crucial.
As elsewhere, there appear to be people still operating in largely parallel worlds, separated by sector divides, agency divides, hierarchy divides or divides based on perception and prejudice; all saying and thinking much the same things about the need for, and good practices for, community planning and engagement. But they rarely if ever seem to meet together in the same room to discover their common concerns. This is of course specifically an issue for Community-led planning and Community Engagement because those issues cut across (or ought to cut across) traditional sector, professional and topic boundaries as they are about people and relationships rather than technically or legally bounded territories. 

From what we have seen, some meeting of minds does take place but too often of people within a sector – hence the public sector meets with the public sector and the community sector meets with the community sector. Activities – a specific consultation or a Community Strategy Topic Group meeting – may bring people together across sector boundaries but the focus on those occasions is on specific outcomes, not on building relationships. So: Continuing the practice of bringing people together cross-sector is crucial and this should focus on aligning processes and procedures.
There was also a high level of realisation amongst those at the events of the need to, and value of, doing more and doing better with both top-down and bottom-up initiatives. There was a strong sense that this was not just because they ‘have to’ to meet government aspirations but because they genuinely wish to, and see the benefits. 

At the same time there were indications that ‘bottom-up’ work locally is not taken up, ie. that local community aspirations were being drawn out, consolidated, turned into (mostly) sensible action plans and projects yet these were failing to be supported up through the system and affecting agency priorities and funding decisions. This works the other way as well, ie. that too many top-down consultations are failing to get past the ‘usual suspects’ i.e those who might be relied upon to give a certain response and not bring in those more difficult to engage. So: Work needs to be done to enable community level priorities and projects to be promoted into the upper levels of decision-making, and effort is still needed to get to the ‘hard to engage’. 

Once again, these are challenges shared by many. One common conclusion from research and development work for over 20 years is that any successful ‘leap’ from top (eg. an LSP) to ‘bottom’ (eg. a group of disadvantaged children) cannot be made in one bound. All those engaged in community planning argue the need for intermediary organisations and/or people. West Devon is lucky in having the local Devon Heartlands Community Fora and the County is lucky in having the Devon Towns Forum as it is through these Fora that drilling down and up takes place.  We are, however, not convinced that the best use is yet being made of these Fora. In fact there appears to be some caution or concern from some in the District Council (and perhaps the County) about how or whether to make use of the local Community Forum and, as yet, there remains an uncertain working relationship (for whatever reason we cannot say).

As we understand it, the Devon Heartlands local Community Forum is built mainly from what was an MCTi initiative and it is interesting to note that Caradon District has made strong links with local MCTi work such that the town priorities (in total) are now one-to-one with the District’s corporate priorities. Those priorities are also being built in to the Core Strategy in the Local Development Framework, thus saving enormously on what would otherwise have been wasteful and repetitive consultation.

Other districts also have, or have instead, some sort of format for community development workers or community development officers. They can either take on some of the ‘intermediary’ load or can work with the Fora to help support them in their advocacy and community engagement roles. Extra staff may not be necessary but, in their absence, the need to work closely with Community Fora becomes unavoidable. So: Avoid ‘reinventing wheels’ and generating more groups and structures; use the ones that are there and use them better.
However, to balance the point about using existing groups and networks better, it is important to add that ‘someone’ needs to be clearly in charge of all this ‘stitching and knitting’ activity and there does not at the moment appear to be anyone fulfilling that role for West Devon (or the County?). One suggestion, emerging in part from the “Strong and Prosperous Communities” White Paper is that each area should have a ‘Democratic Champion’ which we tend to call an’ Engagement Portfolio Holder’. If many ‘ingredients’ exist, chance alone will not make them into an interesting ‘recipe’; someone has to manage and to intervene and it is unreasonable to leave a community organisation to attempt this alone. The Local Government White Paper focuses the idea on an elected member, quite appropriately, but the task is considerable, so dedicated officer support is also essential. So: One way or another (probably a bit of each!) ‘someone’ needs to have a clear responsibility for making sure that Community-led planning happens and happens properly. 
This leads on to the existing commitment by West Devon to produce an Engagement Strategy. This is mentioned in the White Paper as a ‘Comprehensive Engagement Strategy’ and is seen as something that would apply to all in an LSP, not just to a local authority. We have not yet seen what is emerging on this front but hope that it will be a genuine ‘strategy’, i.e. that it will have within it clear arrangements whereby repetitive, wasteful, unnecessary and partial community involvement activities cannot happen but are stopped because the strategy demands coherence and compliance with agreed approaches or protocols where they exist. This too is a role for the engagement champions because it requires real ‘clout’ to stop one department or team doing its consultation when it has decided it must do it, even if it happens exactly when someone else is doing theirs and targets the same people. So: Having an Engagement Strategy is great but it needs to have procedures to prevent the type of overload that emerged so worryingly in Workshop 2. 

The “Strong and Prosperous Communities” White Paper presents a remarkable opportunity to kickstart new practice or enhance existing practice.  The White Paper both lists and endorses many of the ambitions identified within the Carnegie RARP generally and the Devon Heartlands work in particular; so much so that the key aspirations are worth listing here:

· Communities to have a say in setting priorities

· Devolve service delivery and management

· Consult communities about strategies, policies, programmes

· Consult communities in preparing the Local Area Agreement (LAA)

· Consult communities in preparing the Sustainable Community Strategy (SCS)

· Expand neighbourhood management

· Encourage local charters

· New power of well-being for Quality Parish Councils

· Engage hard to reach groups better

· Systematic intelligence on people’s needs

· Information to communities

· Parishes can rename themselves

· Support for community capacity building

· Increasing community skills to engage

· Enabling communities to call authority to account 

· Councillors as ‘Democratic Champions’

· Small budgets to councillors for specific local issues

· Training for councillors on their new roles 

· Comprehensive Engagement Strategy

· Link consultation and content between SCS, LDF and LAA

· Clear audit trails of what consultation has taken place, to what effect

· Better integration of policies, strategies, and plans

It is then valuable to note that, at the Devon-wide event, a very quick ‘straw poll’ suggested that many of the above are already being prepared for, or even delivered, in authorities across the County; (and some are of course so new that nobody is yet doing them). However, to repeat an earlier point, it does not appear that any single authority is doing or advocating all or even most of these. So: All parties should take maximum advantage of the White Paper, not least because its successful delivery is unquestionably dependent on multi-agency and multi-sector working. 

The White Paper is, however, only part of an ongoing process, so some things have started to move ahead already without waiting for the benefit of ideas and approaches emerging from this current Carnegie initiative. That includes the production of the next Sustainable Community Strategy and the Engagement Strategy for West Devon, perhaps even the Local Development Framework Core Strategy. That’s life; no perfect timetabling solutions are ever available, but it places a responsibility on those pushing ahead with those initiatives to build in a speedy, open and thorough review as soon as possible. So: Ensure speedy review of the Sustainable Community Strategy etc. in the light of findings from the Carnegie work. 

Before moving to consider the status and possible future of the local Action Plan, one more general comment needs to be made. As soon as any excitement generated by group work on new initiatives subsided at the workshops, questions arose about resources. This is inevitable and quite correct, and reinforced by the concern from the community level that various Fora and groups are now having real problems in sustaining their work because the original support funding has ceased, with nothing to take its place. From all of our recent work on community-led plans and community engagement it is our view that (a) resources exist but are currently very poorly disposed and (b) creative approaches are needed to access additional resources, and from experience elsewhere, these can succeed. 

The poor disposition of resources was clear when considering the 90 or so consultations underway within West Devon over a limited time period. Not only does nobody know how much is being spent on all of these but there can be little doubt that much of that is wasted through unnecessary overlap and repetition. There is also the point that considerable resources are so often wasted (but so rarely counted because we imagine there is no alternative) dealing with problems created ‘downstream’ that should have been solved by better and far cheaper procedures ’upstream’. Planning Inquiries are the classic example and it is good to report that the new approach of ‘front-loading’ community engagement has already led to considerable financial savings, even to some authorities no longer seeing the need for expensive barristers! So: Look at what is being spent now and save!
The point about creative approaches is easily made on the basis of recent information from Defra. Their research has shown that the voluntary effort that goes into the average Parish Plan makes a net contribution to the community – and to any local authority – of around £72,000!  Put another way, if a local authority employed even just a part time officer to encourage Community-led Plans and support them so that they contribute fully to the SCS and LDF, that would be extraordinary value for money.  Equally, support to MCTi partnerships (after their initial stage) and support for local Community Fora would be excellent value for money if properly managed to support authority work.  So: A rigorous and creative look at available and potentially available resources is needed to ensure long term sustainability in community led planning across the whole of West Devon.

The Action Plan ‘agreed’ at Workshop 2 follows below. It seems to us to be consistent with the aims of the Carnegie RARP and be practical, achievable and appropriate. Within the list below we add a few comments about some of the items to help them move forward to implementation.

· Developing ‘Protocols’ for all forms of Community led Plan. This is underway, hopefully drawing on other examples from elsewhere nationally and across the south west. We also hope that the emerging Protocol addresses a fundamental issue too often missed – how will any agreements be enforced if one or other party defaults? Without ‘clout’ the rest is just words on paper.

· Community Plans Database. This is a Partnership Project led by the Devon Strategic Partnership and is clearly going to happen soon and looks really good. West Devon District should gear up to ensure that all its Parishes engage with it the day it starts!

· Community Fora. These exist. As above, they need to be used more constructively – perhaps the Protocols should cover that relationship as well?

· Developing an overall West Devon “Community Engagement Strategy”. Again this is underway and our key comment on it (that it should manage and define the ‘how’, not just list the what) was made earlier.

· Developing some innovative ‘training’ in community engagement. West Devon have already expressed interest in training for new members and there are good signs that this will move forward as a regional programme. Other appropriate training is also needed.

· Appointing an “Engagement Coordinator”. This is probably the ‘crunch’ because it is so patently about resource commitment. However, as per our comments above, properly handled, this role could be remarkably cost-effective.
· Setting up a West Devon “Local Facilitators Network”. This has a small resource implication but again could be remarkably cost-effective over time.
· Producing an LSP “Communications Strategy” (awareness/information). Public awareness of the LSP, SCS, LDF and LAA is virtually nil (hardly surprising given the content and the acronyms!). Anything that could be done to change that would be valuable. 

· Putting on a “Compact Conference” to support the local Compact. As with Protocols, Compacts have too often suffered because people enjoy writing them but then do not live up to the standards set – and nobody can do anything about that. 

· Ensuring further opportunities to meet and discuss. As above, self-evidently good but the process needs proper management and, as part of a Community Engagement Strategy, the issue of representation and inclusion needs to be addressed. 

So: This list may well change over time but it is there, it was agreed ….. it now needs to happen!

FINAL COMMENTS

To revert to the cooking analogy used before, there are now, across Devon, all of the ‘ingredients’ (methods, initiatives, good practice etc.)  Hopefully all partners will want to build towards the successful delivery of the Carnegie project (and White Paper) aspirations. 

However, no single place yet has all ingredients in place, and in some places those ingredients may exist but are not yet as good - as ‘fresh and nutritious’ - as they should be. Reaching ‘best practice’ on all essential ingredients is a crucial early next step.

There is also now a need to focus on bringing ingredients together; on generating a coherent, overall West Devon (and Devon?) ‘recipe’ that brings together Community Planning, Community Engagement and Community-led Plans. That, supported by creative and equitable resourcing, is now the challenge for genuine partnership working and is also about demonstrating commitment. 

Working with those involved with the Devon Heartlands Carnegie RARP and others has made clear that much is now in place to move forward in exciting and positive ways. We hope all involved grasp this exciting opportunity – because that is what the Carnegie work offers. 
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