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Sustaining Community Engagement
A personal perspective for supporting ongoing community engagement by Paul Delahoy lead project officer for the Devon Heartlands Carnegie UK Trust Rural Action Research Project
Background and Context

Devon Heartlands Community Development Trust operates as a local community support organisation for the Market Towns and surrounding Parishes of Okehampton, North Tawton and Chagford in West Devon.  It has also had experience of being part of the Market and Coastal Towns Programme and was responsible for the production of the Community’s MCTi Plan in 2005.

Devon Heartlands was well placed to undertake a three-year programme of Action Research for the Carnegie UK Trust connected as it is with both local and strategic partners and of course with sound and established relationships with the community.  The theme of the Action Research is ‘Engaging of Rural Communities in ongoing Community Planning’ and where possible to demonstrate and implement methods that support that process. 
The Devon Heartlands Action Research essentially operates at four levels or tiers; i.e. Local, District, County and Regional.  The work has progressed well to-date holding several Community Engagement Workshops, making key note presentations to partners and others including Action for Market Towns, the West Midlands Market Towns Forum, Gloucestershire Parish Plans Network and Exeter University. Several reports have been published including two interim progress reports to the Carnegie UK Trust. All reports and related documents are available to view or download at the Devon Heartlands Website  www.devonheartlands.co.uk 
With Community Planning, or Community led Planning as it is now generally and more accurately referred to, being central to the project, much of the work has rightly focused on the importance of sustaining Community Engagement across the piece, and in particular improving the links between the Community and developing the different interfaces with local authorities and the agencies, as it the latter that hold the statutory responsibilities for Community Engagement in the longer term and have the resources to assist the delivery of services and improvements which better reflect the Community’s locally determined needs.  By working closely with several of these Key Partners we have been able to contribute to several significant developments.
Another important aspect is to report that the Devon Heartlands organisation is like many others that having gone through a funded period of Community led Planning as a part of a Regeneration initiative, i.e. the MCTi,  but now find themselves with a Community Plan based on sound evidence, but with only an embryonic infrastructure to carry things forward and most importantly maintain the levels of engagement and capacity gained. In this sense the situation for Devon Heartlands and the community it serves is little different to the other 38 or so market town level partnerships across Devon about which we report more generally in the remainder of this paper.

Recognising Community Led Planning at the Market Town Level

The Market Town Community led Planning process has greatly contributed to the regeneration and sustainability of the different communities in terms of their economic, cultural and social well being. It has also been very successful in raising levels of community capacity and involvement. However, as partnerships move from a development phase to one of delivery they find themselves in urgent need of delivery partners and resources to fulfil their plans over the longer term. This is often when initial funding is running out; thereby confronting the partnerships and their work with an uncertain future. 
Paradoxically the need to recognise and use the products of community led planning is becoming more widely appreciated as an important, if not intrinsic, element to successful community engagement and planning in its widest sense. This is particularly true when considering the new governance requirements of Local Area Agreements, Local Development Frameworks and Spatial Planning; each with a greater emphasis on holistic and inclusive engagement of a kind typified by good community led planning groups. 
The importance of community engagement and community led planning is reflected in a growing body of evidence including: guidance from government, the 2000 LG Act,  Rural White Paper, the Local Government White Paper giving encouragement to Local Strategic Partnerships, the DCLG formerly the ODPM consultation paper ‘Planning for a Sustainable Future’ , the ‘Strong and Prosperous Communities’ White Paper that seeks a shift towards more inclusive decision making by giving local people and local communities more influence and power to improve their lives.  
There area many excellent studies advocating community led planning and engagement and offer suggestions for some of the necessary mechanisms and processes. Some useful examples are: ‘Planning for Vital Communities’ published in 2004 by the Countryside Agency, the 2006 BDOR report for the MCTA and SWAN ‘An Exciting Future for Community Plans’ advocating co-ordinated engagement between community led planning groups, LSP’s and Local Development Frameworks. And work currently being undertaken by the Carnegie UK Trust with which we are involved.
Addressing the Current Situation

Recognising that successful Community led Planning is heavily dependant on co-operative and mutually respectful relationships between the communities, agencies and local authorities we took the decision to support the development of these relationships by supporting inter partnership working and engagement with Local Strategic Partnerships. This approach is also endorsed by the lead agencies such as SWRD, the MCTA and the Devon Towns Forum with whom we work.
It is true to say that some partnerships readily develop enabling relationships that help deliver their aspirations whilst others, for a variety of reasons, may not.  There are many factors which militate against delivery of a community’s aims which are often long term and require a multi agency approach. Other factors such as differences in the level of agency and local authority buy-in, both to the process itself and its outcomes are also key factors. Other reasons may relate to the plan itself or lack of systems for receiving and dealing with the outcome of community led plans.  

To help address this we have supported work on some clearly defined processes such as a regional framework for community led planning and engagement with colleagues from the South West Acre Network and partners. We have also supported the creation of a community led plans on-line database. This will host all types of community led plans including: Parish and Market Town Plans, Design Statements and Appraisals etc for which the SWAN Framework* has been adopted as the qualifying standard.  (*see appendix 1 attached)
The Potential for LSP’s to support Community Led Planning and Engagement
LSP’s are, of course, not the only arena for engagement, but they are probably best placed to offer the strategic connections necessary for influencing key partners and are likely to have a more significant role in the future. We feel that specific representation for community led planning groups within LSP’s is important to achieving an inclusive voluntary and community sector voice and are deserving of a place within LSP’s in their own right.

We recognise that the structure of LSP’s will vary, while some may welcome representation form individual community led planning partnership, others may prefer some form of collective representation.  A difficulty for LSP’s is often the sheer number of different community voices deserving of representation.  To help address this we proposed a ‘Joint Partnership’ model whereby a single representative is supported to act for a group of partnerships within a geographic area and provides a conduit for the flow of mutually important information. 
Devon Heartlands were pleased to see other Community led Planning Partnerships and their LSP’s adopting this model as, initially at least, this ‘joint’ approach assists the aim of improved engagement while providing a manageable and cost effective method of achieving it.  However an outcome of a West Devon LSP reorganisation, was to invite each of its four market Town Partnerships onto the Management Board of the LSP; which although a different model is one we are happy to support. 
Who Benefits From Engagement

Engagement is valuable not only to those partnerships with plans and projects they want to deliver, but also to the agencies and local authorities by demonstrating grass root engagement.  Also valuable is the provision of quality well evidenced information and local intelligence. Community led plans, if produced to a good standard, will be highly useful to the agencies, local authorities and planners when developing policy and determining priorities for the locality. 
Engagement is also essential if the community wish to ensure the fullest dissemination and use of their plans.  We strongly recommend that partnerships to remain engaged with their local and strategic partners as projects often take considerably longer to achieve than anticipated and will need the co-operation of others to deliver. 

Engagement can help dispel the criticism that community led planning is un-representative and lacks a democratic mandate.  In fact community led planning if properly undertaken will benefit the democratic process with increased levels of understanding and interest in local governance.
In any event, communities need both participative and elected leadership to gain the necessary critical mass for action.
Fortunately most community led partnerships include elected members on their committees.  Engagement at this level should be welcomed, as without the involvement of elected representatives there are bound to be unnecessary suspicions and ill-informed perceptions about power and influence.  Community led partnerships need not be seen as ‘in competition’ or ‘in conflict’ with democratic processes.

Engagement with LSP’s should facilitate the dissemination of community led plans. Also, at the outset of the process, act as facilitators by identifying practical guidance and sources of help and information. This early stage facilitation is critically important, as often a community labours to produce a plan and becomes demoralised when no-one will respond appropriately to the finished work.  
It is worth mentioning here that facilitation is not ownership and community led plans should be just that, owned and inclusively developed by the whole community.  However, the assistance of elected representatives and local officers should be welcomed as a plan based on consensus and an understanding of local policy will make it more deliverable in the long run.

To ensure the benefits of engagement are maximised it is necessary for partnerships to recognise that they are part of the wider Voluntary and Community Sector and to liaise and work openly with other organisations for example: Councils for Voluntary Service,  PCT’s,  Community Safety Partnerships and others. Community partnerships may also be very useful in strengthening the links between the business sector and LSP’s where such links are often weak.
Making Engagement Sustainable

The issue of sustainability and resources for community led planning is one that all agencies and government urgently need to address. Notwithstanding the excellent work of many local authority officers and councillors who provide enormous amounts of support to their communities, an over reliance on over stretched officers, elected representatives, or volunteers is unlikely to deliver the levels of ‘Active Citizenship’ government intended.
Work is ongoing to identify appropriate funding streams for community led planning and some level of sustainable resource is necessary if the benefits are to be realised.  Some partnerships will achieve sustainability through a realisation of their proposals, for example the creation of various community or social enterprises or through the transfer and development of viable community assets.  Other methods are possible either through LLA’s enabling certain community level services or commissioning them through service level agreements or community contracts.
Progress through Process      
The available processes for engagement will vary from area to area, but engagement with LSP’s is fundamental to a successful implementation and recognition of a community led plan. Similarly it is only by engaging with these processes that resources and priorities can be argued-for; as and when opportunities and funds arise.  However, without agreed protocols and mechanisms that guarantee inclusive and meaningful representation the content of a community’s plan and needs could be overlooked or ignored.  

We have discovered that community led planning is indeed valuable, that plans and projects take time to implement, so it is prudent  to prepare for the long haul, engage with others.  It will be by engaging with key partners and understanding the processes for engagement and representation that a community is more likely to achieve its goals and make sure its voice is heard.  

Glossary:

SWAN  South West Acre Network

LSP      Local Strategic Partnerships 

LDF      Local Development Framework (new Planning System)

PCT      Primary Care Trust (Local Health Authority)

MCTA   Market and Coastal Towns Association

MCTi    Market and Coastal Towns Initiative

DCLG   Department for Communities and Local Government

ODPM  Office of the Deputy Prime Minister (now the DCLG)

DTF      Devon Towns Forum
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All documents may be viewed or downloaded by following the links at the Devon Heartlands website at www.devonheartlands.co.uk
Or directly from:

·  www.countryside.gov.uk/publications/ 

·  www.swan-network.org.uk   
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Appendix 1 
SWAN Regional Framework Document
PROPOSED SOUTH WEST REGIONAL FRAMEWORK 

FOR EMBRACING COMMUNITY-LED PLANNING

This Draft Framework starts from the premise that every local community in the South West Region of England, working in association with local partners, should have the opportunity to prepare a community-based plan setting out its vision for its area and the necessary action needed to achieve it.

So long as these plans meet certain quality criteria, this Framework endorses that they should be used to inform:

· Regional spatial and service delivery strategies and policies

· Community Strategies for county, unitary and   appropriate districts/ boroughs

· policy decisions and the planning and delivery of services

· the allocation of resources

· the statutory land use planning system

 QUALITY STANDARDS FRAMEWORK FOR LOCAL COMMUNITY-LED PLANS

In agreeing this Framework the parties involved will only endorse local community-led plans that have achieved, and can demonstrate that they have achieved, certain criteria of quality. Therefore any plan submitted should either

· demonstrate that it has been undertaken with the guidance of an external facilitating organisation who themselves, are prepared to endorse the process adopted (for example the plan meets the required standards of the local Rural Community Council or the Market and Coastal Towns Association as appropriate) or

· can demonstrate that it has been undertaken by a group that is; committed to genuinely representing the issues and needs of the whole community

· Is holistic, in the sense of addressing social, economic and environmental issues and concerns, in the round;

· be based on thorough and socially inclusive local consultation in relation both to establishing the key issues for consideration and to deciding the policies and action points to be pursued;

· contain a plan of action that flows clearly from the earlier analysis of issues and that is clear and realistic in terms of ‘what, why, how and by whom?’

· have local legitimacy, for example by being formally ratified / adopted by the local community forum or parish or town council.

· and, have taken cognisance of District, Unitary, County and Regional priorities.

                                                                       
Devon Heartlands Coral Action Research Partners for the Carnegie UK Trust
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