
Overview

Community engagement when done well should be able to evidence:

1. That all parts of the community had the opportunity to engage in consultation to shape services and decisions

2. Transparency and openness in the consultation process and in the decisions that are made

3. Feedback processes to participants and communities about the decisions made and the factors leading to those decisions.

At its best the process and outcomes are owned by the whole community; and every citizen can participate in improving the quality of life within their locality.  There is a recognition that all partners need to improve interaction with residents as part of the normal delivery of services and that there is a need to promote a community engagement process to improve participation, engagement and empowerment, particularly of under-represented groups.  This short guide provides examples of good practice.  Further information and guidance can be found in the  ‘Community Engagement – Help to delivery against NI4’  report.

Engagement and Consultation Processes examples:


· Community Led Planning

Dialogue within the community increases local people’s understanding of the needs of all residents, particularly those disadvantaged or experiencing social exclusion. This process in itself can bring communities together and aid social cohesion. Engagement with local authority officers, public service providers and elected members happens throughout the process, enhancing the relationship between parties and a connection with wider community engagement strategies.

· Data gathering through Parish Plans

Parish plans can be used by partners in two ways: through analysis of the data they provide, services can be reshaped in order to be more responsive to community needs and to help evidence local performance against strategic outcomes; and through the action planning and delivery process, partners can have meaningful dialogue with communities in order to give local people more influence and power in improving their own lives.

· Partnership Working
Partnership working with communities involves ensuring that people are able to influence the decisions that are made on a particular issue through long term involvement in decision making structures. This can involve setting up a community engagement structure which feeds into decision making – such as a Community Forum or Neighbourhood Panel, and with representation on strategic partnerships such as Community Planning Partnerships or relevant sub groups. 
· Action Research
Action research means that local people or community groups carry out their own research into the needs and experiences of their community.  Local people should largely define what research needs to be undertaken, and how this will be done - for example through community surveys, open days and so on. This approach gives them power in defining the issues that affect them and the way these should be explored. It is often an effective tool as local people have good links with the community, and can encourage higher rates of participation.
· Participatory Budgeting
Participatory budgeting is a way of involving communities in service planning and delivery of local services. This can be done on a formal, regular basis, such as through neighbourhood committees, which develop proposals for budget allocations and projects. Or, it can be more informal, such as holding a local event open to anyone, where people are asked to make decisions about funding.
The UK Government has a Participatory Budgeting Unit  which explains how to involve local people in making decisions on the spending and priorities for a defined public budget and the IDEA have produced online guidance on practical ways to engage with your community.


Successful Engagement

Active involvement in decisions goes beyond consultation.  It is about working with individuals and communities to understand the issues, leading to informed choices and an appreciation of why decisions have been made.  Successful engagement can be measured via:

1. Perception – of both those involved and the wider community

2. Case studies – to demonstrate how outcomes have changed as a result of the engagement

3. Quantitative data – such as through increased reporting or greater involvement

Following these principles should lead to improved satisfaction within communities about the services provided to them.  At times when budgets are limited, it is very important to involve communities in decisions that affect them, resulting in improved support and understanding when difficult choices have to be made.

Decision and Feedback - examples of Action Planning/Reporting


· Action Plans
Action plan will indicate the urgency and importance which a community places on an action and a realistic expectation of its complexity and work required to achieve a successful outcome.


· Parish Plans
An annual report needs to be produced to assist the community in the overall management of the Parish Plan programme. This would also help raise public visibility between the community and the statutory sector.
· Community Boards
Were there is a Community Board reports should be produced to assist the Board in its priority setting and providing evidence to guide expenditure.

· Local Strategic Partnerships (LSPs)
Reports should be generated twice yearly to keep LSPs appraised of delivery progress through comparing action under the LAA themes as well as at the Parish level. The data could be used to assist LSP’s themed groups, inform overall performance against Sustainable Community Strategy and informing the Comprehensive Area Assessment.

· County Reporting

Reports should mainly be about identifying trends/themes for the Strategic Partnership’s Community Strategy. It would help to identify how strategy outcomes are being delivered through local solutions and how strategic partners through the LSPs are contributing towards achieving those local solutions. This report should be produced annually.

Further information and guidance available from:

From April 2009 the new statutory Duty to involve came into force affecting all local authorities. The duty forms an important part of the approach local authorities take when undertaking Consultation and Engagement work and SCC has produced these guidelines in support of this.
Additional information can be sought from:

Community Cohesion and Inclusion Delivery Partnership contacts:

Wil Gibson, Chief Executive, Suffolk Acre: ( 01473 242500 or wil.gibson@suffolkacre.org.uk

Allison Coleman, Social Inclusion Co-ordinator, Suffolk County Council: ( 01473 265160 or Allison.coleman@suffolk.gov.uk
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