GETTING CLOSE TO COMMUNITIES: LEARNING MODULE

CASE STUDIES
Below are practical examples of how local authorities have got closer to their local communities.
Local Charters
A local charter/neighbourhood agreement is a voluntary partnership agreement between the local authority, other local service providers and the community. It sets out the service standards which local people expect from the local authority and other agencies, as well as commitments from service providers and residents to help meet these standards. Developing a charter can help service providers build their understanding of needs and aspirations in local communities.
Charters should be based on community priorities and needs identified by service providers, and work works best where agencies have good local data. Councils and other service providers will often have data from surveys, previous consultation with service users, national statistics and local area agreement (LAA) targets and outcomes. 
Case study: Eastern Road Area Charter, Brighton
Eastern Road in Brighton was one of 11 areas across the country chosen by the Government to pilot the new charters. The Eastern Road Area Partnership has been working with residents and service providers to develop the neighbourhood charter.  

It is a written, voluntary contract between service providers and residents outlining the expected roles and responsibilities of both for the improvement of the area, focusing on helping people feel safer and healthier, and setting out local community priorities.
Through the charter, the council has pledged to remove offensive graffiti reported during working hours within an hour; clean green areas in specific streets once a week, and respond quickly to reports of anti-social behaviour. 
Case study: Community Pride Initiative, Staffordshire Moorlands 
(Beacon authority: Transforming Services – citizen engagement and empowerment, Round 9)
The Community Pride initiative was developed by Staffordshire Moorlands District Council and its partners through the Moorlands Together Local Strategic Partnership. The initiative aims to improve the quality of life in the three poorest estates, by agreeing a more co-ordinated and transparent way of delivering what matters most to local communities.

Community Pride takes the form of a written agreement between a local community and the public agencies and others that serve it. The agencies and the community set out a series of services and actions that they will undertake to deliver locally – both in the short- and longer-term. The agreement recognises that different communities will require different pledges, according to their specific needs. The role of the locally elected member is seen as central to the drawing up, implementing and monitoring of the Community Pride Agreement. 
The initiative was piloted in two very distinct areas. A draft plan of action was drawn up: 

· Collect available information about the needs and aspirations of both communities
· Meet with all key stakeholders to discuss community priorities
· Define a period of negotiation to agree targets
· Draw up a Charter for each area setting out an agreement between agencies and residents that both would be responsible for
· Implement and monitor the Charter.

An initial review of the pilots showed that the Community Pride initiative has resulted in many positive outputs, including: finding creative solutions to long-standing community problems such as dog fouling and litter; encouraging communities to organise their own activities; bringing about changes in service delivery, e.g. county and districts co-ordinating their grass cutting; identifying ownership of different areas of land; and securing external funding. 
Case study: Chorley Smile, Chorley

(Beacon authority: Transforming Services – citizen engagement and empowerment, Round 9)

Chorley Smile is a borough-wide civic pride campaign in Chorley, designed to make residents feel good about the borough and to encourage them to get involved in doing their bit for the area they live in and to shout about what makes them proud of Chorley. It celebrates all the good things Chorley has to offer and encourages residents to further improve their area and the borough. 
Chorley Smile is based around partnership pledges between the Council and residents, which outline how the Council and local people can work in partnership to improve neighbourhoods and celebrate the good things Chorley has to offer. The pledges set out what the Council will do for residents (e.g. tackle environmental crimes such as graffiti and flytipping) and how residents are expected to make a difference (e.g. by not dropping litter, not dumping waste and cleaning up after their dog). 

Everyone across the borough is being encouraged to pick up a Chorley Smile postcard and pledge to do their bit for their area and Chorley. The Council is aiming to get as many signatures as possible and is hoping local people will carry out their pledge to make a difference. The pledge postcards, available at various locations across the town centre including the council offices and Town Hall,  outline the different ways people can get involved and encourage them to sign up to the campaign and carry out certain actions.
The Chorley Smile campaign was officially launched at an Open Day at the Council's Town Hall in November 2007. Over 500 local people attended the day, which included children's activities and interactive information stalls. Further initiatives have since been rolled out as part of the campaign, such as a campaign to target people who dump waste and unwanted household goods by the roadside.
Local budgets 

A number of councils have given local wards or neighbourhoods a dedicated budget to spend on tackling the issues that local people think are most important. 
Case study: Westminster City Council Ward Budgets
Westminster City Council has committed to strengthening and promoting active communities by introducing dedicated ward budgets to address local priorities in all areas of the city as a key part of the Council’s One City programme. From April 2008 each ward has been allocated a £100,000 Ward Budget to spend on local projects. This programme draws on a fund of £2 million per year set aside for local projects.
Local people can have their say on how they would like the £100,000 in their ward to be spent at any time throughout the year by contacting their Ward Councillor Westminster’s Neighbourhood’s Team. In addition, each ward holds an annual “MyWard” debate as part of the MyWestminster Forums across the borough. Each MyWard debate is open to anyone who lives, work or learns in the ward. To start the debate, Councillors lead a discussion about priorities for their area and local residents can then contribute their thoughts and ideas. Following discussions with residents at the MyWestminster Forums and using their own local knowledge, Councillors recommend how the ward budget should be spent to cabinet. Ward Members can make recommendations for expenditure from the Ward Budget to the Cabinet Member for Customer and Community Services up to three times each year. 

Ward Budgets are flexible and can even be used to fund joint projects between two or more wards, as long as each ward has identified the same issue and there are clear benefits for the residents in each ward. 
Despite this flexibility, the budgets are subject to the same criteria as any other form of public spending and must be accounted for. All activity is subject to the Council’s Constitution, Standing Orders and Financial Regulations and regular information is made publicly available, e.g. through updates on the use of each Ward Budget to every round of Area Forums and a short annual report for each ward explaining to residents how the budget has been spent in their ward and what has been delivered as a result.

Participatory Budgeting / ‘Community Kitties’
First pioneered in Brazil, 'participatory budgeting' involves local people making decisions about spending public money, giving communities the ability to take control of budgets through community-led debates, neighbourhood votes and public meetings. This gives residents an opportunity to have their say on funding priorities for their neighbourhood, ranging from community wardens to tackle anti-social behaviour through to new play areas for local children or better transport solutions.
Participatory budgeting includes training for local people on how local council budgets work and how priorities are set. The process of agreeing budgets helps to build understanding among residents about how local budgets work, what restraints local agencies are operating under and involves them in defining priorities for action. Meanwhile service providers gain a better appreciation of the needs and priorities of local people.
Case study: Harrow PB

In Harrow over 300 residents attended an open assembly to discuss and vote on key priorities across the council’s budget. The process allowed participants to voice their preference for what the council should deliver.
Residents then voted members on to an Open Budget Panel to monitor the council’s spending and to map whether priorities identified had been addressed. 
The event has been crucial in rebuilding public confidence in the local council decision making; engaging the most vociferous and dissatisfied elements of the community in considered deliberations; helping residents understand the issues facing officers, and; helping elected officers understand the concerns of residents.
Asset management and transfer
Enabling local communities to acquire land or buildings can enable them to deliver services that meet local needs. In many cases this allows local authorities to support the development of grass roots organisations, support renewal and increase the availability and innovation of services in a neighbourhood. 

Case study: Ordsall Communtiy Café 
A council-owned derelict building prone to vandalism was reclaimed by a community group for the use of local people and applied for grants to start work on altering the building to make it fit for purpose. 
The Ordsall Community Café is now more than just a café – it is a centre which community groups use for a range of activities including IT classes and childcare. It tries to improve the level and quality of services offered to community members, creating a focal point for community interaction and strengthening community spirit. 
Two local residents are employed in the café and work closely with Connexions to offer volunteering opportunities to residents that have been out of the labour market and want to work. 
For more information visit http://www.occ.colsal.org.uk.

Case study: Tatton Community Centre and Association, Chorley
(Beacon authority: Transforming Services – citizen engagement and empowerment, Round 9)

Tatton Community Centre is situated within a local recreation ground in Chorley East – a ward which had suffered from high unemployment, higher than average rates of poverty, derelict land and poor housing. 
Since opened by the Council in 1976, the centre suffered vandalism and other anti-social behaviour and was seriously damaged in 1994 by an arson attack, which led to its closure for 10 months. In 1996 local residents decided to address the lack of recreational facilities, particularly for young people, as a priority for action. Tatton Community Group, in partnership with the council, local businesses, HMP Wymott and the police, set up a two-year project to provide a skate park, children's play area, safer cycling circuit, zip line, seating and picnic benches, street lighting, in-line hockey and basketball facilities on the recreation ground. The project made a positive different to the area and brought in over £200 000. 

In 2005, Tatton Community Association expressed an interest in taking over the future management of the community centre. To facilitate this, the Council took part in joint visits to other venues successfully managed by their local community in Clitheroe, Penwortham and Hoddlesden, and supported the association in their business planning and in developing their management skills. In January 2007 they took on the responsibility for managing centre bookings and became the first point of contact for the centre. 

The community centre is open seven days a week and is well used by a variety of different groups and organisations, many of whom also make a significant contribution towards shared facilities. For example, the TYPical Youth Group was awarded funding for television, video, DJ and lighting equipment, which is available for use within the centre. Tatton Community Association, PAiCE (Positive Action in Chorley – the Community Safety Target Area Group) and Chorley Play Partnership have also contributed over £28,000 to the borough's Get Up and Go! activity scheme for young people in Chorley East over the last three years.

The intention is that the Council will retain ownership of the centre and the responsibility for the exterior of the building. The Association will be responsible for the maintenance and upkeep of the premises, retaining all income and managing the payment of bills. The Council will work in partnership with a joint management agreement and lease the premises to the association.
Youth Grants
Youth grants provide a structure to engage young people, giving them control over how funds are spent to benefit other young people. The process helps to engage young people in their local community and in democratic society and gives them an opportunity to gain new skills and knowledge. 

Case study: West Sussex Youth Forum
(Beacon authority: Positive Youth Engagement in the Community & Democratic Process, Round 7)

In 2006, West Sussex County Council was granted £1.4m over two years from the Youth Opportunities Fund and the Youth Capital Fund to increase the opportunities available for young people in the county and encourage their involvement and participation in local communities.
The County Council’s Youth Service led the project, handing responsibility for deciding how it is spent straight to young people by delegating responsibility for allocating the grants to especially established youth forums in each of West Sussex’s 24 localities. Each youth forum was given funds to allocate - the sums available to each forum were determined on the basis of youth population and the needs of the area. 

Young people were fully involved in all stages of the grant giving with youth workers supporting them as they allocated the funds. Following widespread consultation with young people across the county, young people were invited to make individual and group bids for grants for youth projects, individual schemes or facilities they were keen to develop. The local youth forums considered the majority of applications. 
A county-wide panel was also created and given a pot of money for then larger amounts of funding were required, and for the youth forums themselves. This panel was responsible for allocating initial grants to support summer activities and projects through the Summer Grants scheme. To ensure fair consideration of each funding request, the panel agreed a pyramid of requirements for applications. This provided the framework for discussion about the quality of any single application. Using this criteria, the panel then assessed applications individually – in sets of 12 – ranking them according to their quality. A smaller group of young people produced summaries of all the applications which given to each group member before the Summer Grants meeting. Each group member then displayed their individual assessments from 1 to 12 by sticking them to a plastic sheet sprayed with glue. Where the group reached clear consensus on an application it was removed from the wall. They discussed those that remained until reaching an agreement, e.g. to grant a part of the money requested. 
Through this process, young people were given the freedom to:

· create their own controls on how the funds were spent

· act as administrators and project managers
· take final responsibility for how the money was used.
The delivery cost of the project was absorbed by the West Sussex Youth Service and staff supported the process. 

‘Natural Communities’ 

The concept of ‘natural communities’ is based on the idea of making sure that decisions about local services are taken at a level that makes most sense to local people. 

It grows out of the recognition that people’s sense of place is not straightforward.  What they identify as their neighbourhood depends on a range of circumstances, including, for example, the geography of the area, the make-up of the local community, their sense of identity and belonging, and whether they live in a rural, suburban or urban area.

Furthermore, people may regard one area as their neighbourhood for certain issues and a different area as their neighbourhood for others.  For example, for some things – such as clean streets, the local park, the local primary school – people identify most with their street or block or village; for others– such as work or transport – people tend to think more in terms of a wider area - their town, county, city or even region.  

Case study: Wiltshire
(Beacon Council – Getting Closer to Communities, Round 6)

In 2007, Wiltshire County Council made a corporate decision to get closer to its local communities. However, the existing structure presented some challenges: there were 272 parishes; the four district councils were variable in their approach to getting closer to communities (though there was an LSP in each district as well as for the county); and the main urban area, Swindon, became a Unitary council in with little involvement in county affairs.decision. Following Swindon’s move to unitary status, all of these authorities agreed a set of principles and policies to work jointly for the benefit of Wiltshire in order to involve local communities to a greater extent and increase consultation and local participation. They committed to take action at the most local level possible; to seek common boundaries for working together in localities; and to value and respect local diversity.

One of the keys to realising this was having a clear definition of community, which made sense to local people and was practical for councils and other local organisations. This was achieved through the identifying of twenty “natural” community areas, based on information about historical and present day patterns of local life, including a MORI survey of community identity.  These were mostly clustered around market towns and each covered a population of plus or minus 20,000 people. 

These areas acted as sites for community planning, involving the districts, the parishes and primarily the county services themselves. Each of the 20 natural communities developed a local area plan, translating the broad strategic themes into local action. Their preparation was facilitated, with the support of a dedicated community development officer, either by a newly formed community planning partnership (some with development trust status) or an existing district council area committee.
These areas subsequently provided a fundamental building block to the delivery of services and have acted as a focus for an innovative joint programme of work designed to:

· better integrate the services offered by various organisations;

· provide the public with effective ways to influence local priorities and performance;

· strengthen the community leadership role of councillors; and

· provide good quality information to communities about local services, projects and targets.
