For the attention of the Review Manager (Devon)

Submission to the Boundary Committee in respect of the Structural review for Devon from the Devon Heartlands Community Development Trust

The Development Trust is a Community Organisation operating in the Okehampton and surrounding areas of Devon.  The Trust has been involved in delivering Town Strategy Plans, developing MCTi Community Action Plan, and other Community Development and Empowerment issues including the Carnegie UK Trust for whom our organisation is undertaking a Rural Action Research Project on a theme of ongoing Community led Planning for rural Communities. 
Addressing the main areas for consideration the Trust would wish to make the following observations: 

Attract a broad cross-section of support

The Trust has been involved with several public events within West Devon & the groundswell of opinion from the community is one of overall mistrust & frustration. This is coupled with the sentiment that whole exercise is a complete waste of money & senior peoples’ time & effort which has not been asked for by the community, but is a government edict. 

Although this view is prevalent much of it is due to the limited amount of concrete information available concerning the proposed structures, which have been described in general terms only. Also, the Districts / Borough have had an effective campaign in which they have:-

· raised the concerns about the democratic deficiency arising from the loss of Borough Councillors & 

· asked if the system isn’t broken why fix it? – the implication being to keep the status quo. 

This view is probably widely accepted by community and although the proposal for Community Boards offers significant opportunities for improved Community involvement. It is probably true to say that based on the number of comments made by community people in our immediate area that it is difficult to see how it could be claimed that the Unitary Proposal has attracted a broad cross-section of support.  
Provide a strong, effective & accountable strategic leadership

Both Borough & County Councils have demonstrated strong leadership but with a tendency to decide on the approach before consulting. However there is today, a marked improvement with greater opportunities for the community through organisation like our own to engage with Local Strategic Partnerships and the Agencies although there is perhaps greater promise of extending localised democracy through the Community Boards proposed by the single unitary concept.  Certainly, we are committed to supporting community engagement through either Local Strategic Partnerships or Community Boards.

Deliver empowerment of citizens & communities

The overwhelming evidence compiled by Development Trusts; MCTi Partnerships & other such examples as the C2 neighbourhood empowerment project instigated by Hazel Stutely in Cornwall demonstrates that local communities working partnership with the local authorities & statutory agencies can deliver change & effective community engagement. 

Of the proposals before the Boundary Committee the single Unitary Concept probably offers the better model for coherent Community Engagement and one which our organisations monthly Community Forum would readily feed into and which is widely accepted as an exciting model and is recognised as an example of good practice in community engagement and empowerment and is a part of our work for the Carnegie UK Trust’s Rural Action Research Project.  

We would submit that the Community Forum and the close links with Town and Parish Councils that have developed over recent years through the MCTi and the Community Forum activities provide a strong bedrock from which a successful Community Board could flourish for the benefit of the whole community.

Provide Value For Money

Although the projected annual saving of £29m is relatively small given the overall size of the annual budget. There are undoubted advantages and economies to be made from a streamlining of higher level services and a reduction of potential duplication within a single Devon unitary Council.

Exeter & Exmouth Unitary Option

Exeter is the heart of Devon providing many primary services; the major employment opportunities; Further Educational & Training establishments & as an economic power centre. There is real concern that by separating Exeter and or Exeter and Exmouth from the rest of Devon will have a serious detrimental impact on the rest of Devon with its largely rural population covering 630 hectares with only 540,000 in population resulting in a disproportionately high service delivery costs.

Conclusion:

The Trust therefore submit that we feel there are clear advantages for improved Community Engagement with the single unitary concept, but would want to ensure the levels of opportunity currently enjoyed through the system of Local Strategic Partnerships and elected representation would be no less accessible under a single unitary Council utilising Community Boards and Forums as proposed.
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