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1. Background

A Staffordshire County Council Community Engagement Strategy is crucial in the development of community engagement in Staffordshire.  Community engagement is about making sure that people can participate in many different ways to drive service improvement throughout the authority.  It will help make Staffordshire a better place to live, work, visit and invest.

This paper sets out a framework which will inform the development of a final Staffordshire Community Engagement Strategy. There are a number of reasons outlined below as to why this approach is felt necessary:
· In early March, Communities Secretary Hazel Blears announced plans for a new Empowerment White Paper which seeks to ‘unlock talent in local communities’.  The new White Paper is expected to be published in the summer and will give particular emphasis to empowering citizens.  As a result of the impending new White Paper, this framework is intended to act as a holding position so the development of an engagement strategy can respond to and ensure delivery of the key principles set out in the guidance.  
· Directorate input is essential in the development of an Engagement Strategy.  Work needs to be undertaken with directorates to ensure a set of guiding principles are developed that provide sufficient flexibility to be adopted across the whole of the authority.  In addition it is hoped that is directorates feel part of the process officers are more likely to take ownership of its core values.
· In the development of a Staffordshire Engagement Strategy, work needs to be undertaken to develop the role of Members as ‘community champions’ to enable us to meet the duty to participate.
2. The National Context
Below are a number of interesting statistics that convey why engagement has risen up the local and national agenda.  
Local Perspective

· 31% of Staffordshire residents believe they can affect decisions that affect your area

(Source: Staffordshire People’s Panel survey October 2007)

National Perspective

· Six in ten people do not feel they are given an adequate say on how 
local services are run;

· More than 9 in 10 people believe accountability of councils could be improved

· Nearly four in 10 people do not feel councillors are representative of their communities and 6 in 10 people do not believe they adequately reflect their views
(Source: Public Perception of Empowerment Survey: CLG Poll 2008)

The changing nature of Government policy is placing increasing importance on effective consultation and engagement. This reflects increasing public expectations for public services and the need for residents and communities to have a greater say over services they receive and the area they live.

Strengthening the citizen’s voice through a number of new powers and a range of new initiatives is an underpinning theme of the Local Government and Public Involvement in Health Bill (developed through the Strong and Prosperous Communities White Paper).  The underlying principles set out in the Bill will provide a framework for the development and implementation of a Community Engagement Strategy.  It will need to demonstrate how the Council intends to meet the proposed new duty to inform, involve and consult with people as well as devolving services as outlined in the Bill. 

Furthermore the development of our Staffordshire Community Strategy needs to respond to public concerns, therefore there needs to be genuine community engagement standards in place to ensure effective community planning in establishing the long-term vision and shorter-term priorities for action.  The new Staffordshire Local Area Agreement also commits to focusing delivery of outcomes on neighbourhoods.  This will require partners and communities across the county working together to better understand local issues, priorities and concerns.  In order for this to be successful and meaningful, this engagement will need to be well managed and conducted in an effective manner. 
In addition Staffordshire County Council needs to ensure it has the right processes in place in meeting the new Comprehensive Area Agreement coming into force from April 2009.  As a result all authorities will need to demonstrate that it engages communities, involves users and provides greater choice in the drive to improve services.   

Other Duties

There are a range of other duties to consult with communities including the Local Government Act 1999, the Race Relations Amendment Act 2000, and the Disability Discrimination Act 1995 as amended in 2005 and came into force in 2006. 

In addition Section 11 of the Children Act – Every Child Matters details expectations placed on local authorities use the views of children and young people to help shape services. The process surrounding the Local Development Framework also required a Statement of Community Involvement.
3. What is Community Engagement?

The strategy will seek to define what is meant by community engagement and how the levels of engagement identify where the County Council should be focusing its activity when developing the community engagement strategy and related action plans. 
4. Why a Community Engagement Strategy?
An effective Community Engagement Strategy that responds to key policy drivers will provide the authority with a framework for how we deliver stronger and more cohesive communities in Staffordshire. 
A local survey recently conducted with the Staffordshire People’s Panel (October 2007) informs us that residents are keen to be involved in Council services and want to participate in those areas related more to front line services.   The following areas were cited by Staffordshire residents as being their preferred topics for further consultation:

· Recycling/waste

· Fear of crime and community safety

· Schools/education

· Traffic management – particularly in relation to speeding, congestion and condition of roads  

In addition local data tells us that residents would prefer to be consulted in the following ways and are listed in order of their preference:

· Postal surveys

· Telephone surveys 

· Email questionnaires 

· Focus groups 
A strategy and supporting action plan that sets out improvements in how we engage with communities will not only ensure that communities are involved in the development of services that are important to them; it will also assist the Council in the following areas:

· Delivering services that meets residents needs and expectations will naturally result in a more effective use of our resources 

· Cuts out duplication, errors and promotes greater partnership working which generates better value for money

· Build on the reputation of the Council by engendering trust and confidence amongst our communities 

The Strategy therefore becomes a key document in ensuring the Council adopts a consistent approach to achieving greater involvement of local people in the shaping of its services. 
5. Why does the Council need to engage?

In addition to the significant policy drivers outlined in section two – ‘The National Context’ there are a number of other reasons why Staffordshire needs to engage and involve its communities in the development of local public services. 
Effective community engagement and user focus is essential to the improvement of local services. By engaging we can ensure that services are relevant to local needs and tailored to service user requirements. Developing a customer centred approach can help to achieve better value for money, evidence community leadership and enhance democratic legitimacy. This focus will assist us to achieve high quality services and drive performance improvement.
6. Our Community – What We Know

We have access to a vast amount of information about our communities which will help us to understand their views, expectations and priorities for their area.  A short summary included in the Community Engagement Strategy will not only help us to better understand the communities we serve, but also provide some contextual information to aid the targeting of communities that are in need of work .
7. Aims and Objectives

Aim

The aim of the Strategy will be to improve the way the Council consults, involves and engages with its residents, stakeholders, service users and other people in decision-making, and to ensure that their views are then used to improve the Council’s services and to inform the development of policy and decision making.

Objectives

The development of a Community Engagement Strategy will:
· Develop a strategic approach to community engagement that enables effective planning and co-ordination of activities and use of resources
· Provide clear guidance and promote consistent standards of community engagement across the Council
· Ensure that all communities within Staffordshire are able to actively participate, with particular emphasis on removing any barriers that prevent people from participating in the issues that affect their lives  

· Ensure that the outcomes of community engagement activities are used to inform the Council’s policies and decision-making processes
· Contribute to the development and achievement of the council’s vision, aims and objectives
· Develop and sustain effective relationships by developing two way dialogue with our communities – this is above and behind the Customer Feedback procedure 
· Reinforce the good work that already exists within the authority and seek to explore further opportunities that will provide communities with a greater influence over decisions that affect their lives 
· Prompt the sharing of best practice in terms of skills and knowledge of good community engagement activity; consequently promote a better understanding of the wider policy issues 

A fully operational Community Engagement Strategy will ensure that the Council’s core values are maintained:

· Putting communities and those who use our services at the heart of everything we do
· Being an inclusive organisation, ensuring equality in provision and opportunity
· A performance and outcome focussed authority – effective engagement should deliver clear outcomes that improve the lives of our citizens
8. Guiding Principles

The Council’s Engagement Strategy will need to set out a number of guiding principles to achieve the above objectives and meet the expectations of our communities.  These principles set out how we intend to inform, consult and engage to a high standard; the follow up action plan will focus on actions required to achieve these standards.  Below are a number of proposed guiding principles that will help Staffordshire County Council and its partners build trust and confidence amongst our communities. 
Relevant, Concise and Clear

· At the outset establish the outcomes to be achieved from engaging with the community
· The level of commitment that is being asked from the participants must be made clear at the outset, particularly in terms of time
· Make sure procedures for ensuring representation are transparent to sustain people’s confidence

Accessible to All

· Recognise that certain ‘communities’ often experience social exclusion and disengagement; proactively seek the views of ‘hard-to-reach’ groups using appropriate means of communication and supporting them in making their voice heard

· Recognise that communities may wish to engage at different levels and that some may not wish to become fully involved
· Engagement activities must be held in venues that are easy to get to and at times and in places appropriate to the participants. The particular needs of individuals should be met to enable them to effectively participate e.g., provision of translators, signers, crèche etc
· Written and verbal communication should be clear and concise, using language and terminology that can be understood by all
· All relevant information should be shared equally, as a basis for informed decision-making, and provided in an appropriate format that can be understood and accessed by all

Proactive and Creative 

· Take active steps to involve communities as widely as possible – innovative ways of reaching out should be used to involve the diversity of the community 

· Even at the planning stage, unless there is a statutory obligation to engage and / or consult in a certain way, the community should be involved in an advisory capacity.
· Ensure that no sector or group dominates – groups and individuals helping to give voice to communities need to be as representative as possible of those communities. 

Genuine and Realistic 

· The method of community engagement that is used should be ‘fit for purpose’.  This means that the engagement tool selected must be appropriate to achieving the objective and for the audience with whom you are engaging

· Justify and communicate reasons for involving sections of the community in work being carried out prior to engagement. 
Timely and Coordinated

· Enough time and information should be provided to participants to enable them to make considered and informed decisions

· It is essential that there is a partnership approach taken to engaging with and involving the community. Part of planning to engage should be to check whether other partners – both internal and external to the organisation planning the work – are carrying out consultation and/or engagement exercises with similar outcomes. 
Engender Trust and Confidence

· Listen and respond to the needs and aspirations of the community and our stakeholders
· Provide adequate and clear feedback to participants, and the wider community to demonstrate how their comments and views have influenced service delivery and made a difference
Promote a Positive Approach

· Improving the quality of community engagement requires commitment to learning from experience

· Both decision makers and those involved should benefit from engagement activity

· All participants should be given the opportunity to build on their knowledge and skills
9. Where are we now?

A Community Engagement Strategy will seek to build on the undoubted good work which already exists throughout the Council.  There are a number of corporate work streams already underway that play a central role in the development of our engagement work: 
· Participatory Budgeting
· Local Democracy Week – democratic renewal
· The Place Survey
· The Staffordshire People’s Panel

· The Budget Process

In addition to the above, the Engagement Strategy will need to take into account the major change projects underway and how these can be shaped by the views of our communities. There are a number of key change plans that will need to ensure that community participation is key part of the process:
· Building Staffordshire’s Future (BSF)

· Changing Lives Implementation – service user engagement

· Waste to Recycle 

· CAA communications

· Reputation Building – understanding community priorities and customer expectations 

10. What will we do?

A fresh approach to engagement will need to be underpinned by a robust set of tools and techniques to enable those officers undertaking engagement activities to be fully supported and informed about the right method for particular requirements.  The Community Engagement Strategy will make reference to this. 
The document will also cite how we best utilise the technology available to us, with a view to developing more innovative tools for engagement.  It will incorporate how we make best use of Snap Survey software which the Council has heavily invested in over the years and as part of this set out an approach that provides each directorate access to this resource.  

The Engagement Strategy will need to set out the primary consultation/engagement activities which the Council undertakes and seek to identify any areas for further development. This ‘mapping and gapping’ process will need to take place over the following months and include direct input from directorates.  

Any key areas of best practice will be cited within the strategy whilst also identifying other mechanisms for engagement.  With directorate input we can ensure key consultation/engagement officers across the Council are embedding these standards into their daily work programme.

11. Working with the voluntary/community sector 
The Community Engagement Strategy will need to make reference to role of the third sector and how these agencies can help to strengthen our communities.  

The strategy needs to recognise that in addition to the statutory agencies, leading voluntary/community organisations engage with distinct groups of local people and that they are ideally placed to assist in reaching groups/specific communities that can often be seldom heard. It is by working in partnership with the third sector agencies that Staffordshire will be able to benefit from the knowledge available in the voluntary/community sector. 

Further to this a key tenet of the Government’s White Paper is to build capacity within the third sector, therefore as an authority we need to work with the voluntary/community sector to determine how we can better work as a partnership – this will be a key component of the Engagement Strategy.  Some ideas as to how the voluntary and community sector could work with us are outlined below: 

· Take account of the specific needs, interests and contributions of the parts of the sector who find it hard to access involvement opportunities in local services.

· Understand how the third sector represent local people by being clear about what groups they represent, how they involve those interested when developing their policies, and how they respond to the consultation/engagement results.

·  Wherever possible, consult local people, including services, volunteers etc. If this is not practical or appropriate, provide their knowledge and experience of working with the groups concerned. 
12. Working with Local Business and the Private Sector 
It is crucial that the Council has a good relationship with the business sector across the county. Benefits can be gained from a better understanding of our respective roles. Through working together we can develop a shared learning about how we can bring about benefits to local communities.
13. Quality and Coordination

Greater coordination of consultation and engagement activity and the benefits this brings to the local communities (i.e. lack of duplication) is something all local agencies are striving towards.  In the past it has been evident that local agencies have consulted the same people about similar issues; therefore a Community Engagement Strategy should seek to address this issue and set out ways of avoiding overlap which could lead to “consultation fatigue”. Enhanced partnership working is critical to achieving a more coordinated programme of engagement work. 

The Engagement Strategy will make reference to the established Staffordshire Consultation Network that comprises of consultation/engagement specialists across the public sector and how this group intend to lead on effective joined up/coordinated consultation and engagement activity.  As a result of working together we will achieve the following:

· A shared understanding of best practice

· An increased awareness of planned consultations 

· Sharing of data intelligence 
· Realising collaboration opportunities that provide enhanced greater value for money 
14. Action Plan
In order to put strategy into action, an action plan will need to be developed alongside the strategy which will aim to set out priority tasks and milestones together with any financial implications.
15. Monitoring and Evaluation

Once the Strategy has been developed and implemented, we will need to ensure this document is reviewed and updated on an ongoing basis.  In addition we will need to monitor the action plan within the strategy and evaluate the effectiveness of the actions in delivering better outcomes for our communities. 

Below are list of proposed mechanisms through which we can measure the effectiveness of the Staffordshire County Council Community Engagement Strategy; however final plans for monitoring and evaluating the strategy will need to be further developed in conjunction with the directorates.

· The Local Area Agreement includes measures to promote Stronger Communities. A set of indicators is being used to assess how involved people feel. These indicators will be useful in providing measures to help evaluate our success in improving community engagement in Staffordshire. The indicators under development are: 
1. Percentage of residents who feel they can influence decisions affecting their local area 
2. Participation in regular volunteering

3. Growth of the local voluntary and community sector 
· The statutory Place Survey will be undertaken on a biennial basis with the first survey being undertaken in autumn 2007.  This will provide a baseline of data to begin to develop an assessment of trends in perception of what is being achieved. 

· Local Citizens’ Panel data

Key Performance information relating to the Strategy and subsequent action plan will need to be recorded using the Council’s Performance Management Information System.  
An Equalities Impact Assessment (EIA) will also be required in the development of a Community Engagement Strategy and any subsequent action plan(s). 

16. Timescale

The Community Engagement Strategy will represent a set of principles that need to be met on an ongoing basis in the planning stages of any consultation and engagement work.  Both the principles and action plan will be reviewed on annual basis.
17. Next Steps

· Ensure the strategy responds to the delivery of the Government’s new Empowerment White Paper which is due to be published in Summer 2008

· Undertake a mapping exercise of current engagement activity across the Council and identify areas of best practice and where gaps exist 
· Identify what Members want from an Engagement Strategy 
· Identify what the public want – what do they want to be consulted on and through which methods?

· Internally consult on a draft Community Engagement Strategy 

· Agree strategy, develop action plans, and a toolkit

· Consider capacity and training needs for both Members as community leaders and also for officers in terms of delivery 

Full implementation will have been achieved by the end of March 2009.

For further information please contact:
Wendy Bailey, Consultation Officer

Chief Executive’s Office

County Buildings

Tel: 01785 854267

Email: wendy.bailey@staffordshire.gov.uk
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