National Standards for

Community Engagement 

Commission to develop their use in the region - Findings Report

Purpose of project and background

The South Yorkshire Community Engagement Improvement Partnership (SYCEP) were commissioned by the Yorkshire & Humber Empowerment Partnership (REP) in 2009 to roll out the use of the National Standards for Community Engagement in the region. The commission built on the work of SYCEP Local Authorities to embed the Standards within their respective Community Engagement Strategies and monitoring of associated community engagement practice.

The SYCEP had explored the use of the Standards through the earlier South Yorkshire Improvement Programme funded by the RIEP that focussed on ‘community engagement’ and was led by Barnsley MBC as the lead authority. During 2007 – 2009 the SYCEP commissioned the Scottish Community Development Centre to deliver a number of training courses on the Standards for Community Engagement and Neighbourhood Management staff across the four local authority areas. This led to the establishment of a ‘virtual’ Standards Champions network and application of the Standards within LSP and Local Authority Performance Management Frameworks.

Building on the success of this project, the REP was keen to ‘roll out’ the use of the standards in further local authority areas in the region.

The commission

Supporting the delivery of the Y&H regional empowerment action plan, the SYCEP were commissioned to carry out the following: 
Developing and rolling out the implementation of community engagement standards for Local Authorities: monitoring progress in South Yorkshire authorities and wider promotion of quality assurance model, training and support to targeted local authorities not currently using the standards, training and support in using new engagement software package
The action plan priorities and outcomes sought fell under the activity heading:
· Profiling best and supporting improved practice

And was seen to contribute to the YHEP priorities of:

· Best practice 

· NI4 

· Community led research

· Sharing across roles and sectors

Project deliverables included:

· A quality assurance model for community engagement standards

· Two induction & training sessions in use of engagement software

· Support workshops with a minimum of three authorities

· Report illustrating and evidencing the use of the standards

Project Outcomes included work on the Community Engagement Standards which would result in:

· Greater awareness of what best practice looks like and how it has been achieved

· Greater understanding about models that work and more diverse use of approaches and range of techniques

· A contribution to identifying quality assurance elements of engagement and empowerment activity

· A contribution to workforce development (a theme of the Regional empowerment Commission)

· Learning shared across roles and sectors

Wakefield, City of York and North Lincs Councils took part in the commission to roll the standards out across the region, and further interest has now been expressed by Leeds and Calderdale Councils. Complemented by the original south Yorkshire authorities including Barnsley, Sheffield, Doncaster and Rotherham, providing excellent coverage of the region.

The SYCEP agreed to jointly deliver with the SCDC an initial awareness raising training session for the 3 new authorities in Oct 2009 on the Standards. Hosted by the SYCEP these sessions included examples of how the Standards had been applied to assist in effective planning of engagement activity, with the aid of the VOICE software package; Visioning Outcomes in Community Engagement. These initial sessions were then followed up by 3 further ‘in house’ training sessions in Wakefield, York and North Lincs in Feb 2010, where SCDC were re-commissioned to deliver ‘hands on’ training on the use of VOICE and action plans to take forward the use of the Standards in the respective localities. 

What are our community engagement standards?

Developed in Scotland, the standards for community engagement set out 10 statements of commitment that can be used to develop and support better working relationships between communities and agencies and public services. They are underpinned by principles of good practice, to promote equality and fairness.     

Each standard has a series of indicators that can be collected in order to assess performance. The standards can also be used to ensure good practice and hold communities to account. 

In all our community engagement activities we will:

· Involvement – We will identify and involve people and organisations who have an interest in the focus of engagement

· Support – We will identify and overcome any barriers to involvement

· Planning – We will gather evidence of the needs and available resources and use his evidence to agree the purpose, scope and timescale of the engagement and the actions to be taken

· Methods – We will agree and use methods of engagement that are fit for purpose

· Working Together – We will agree and use clear procedures that enable the participants to work with one another effectively and efficiently

· Sharing Information – We will ensure that necessary information is communicated between the participants

· Working with Others – We will work effectively with others with an interest in the engagement

· Improvement – We will develop actively the skills, knowledge and confidence of all the participants

· Feedback – We will feedback the results of the engagement to the wider community and agencies affected

· Monitoring and Evaluation – We will monitor and evaluate whether the engagement achieves its purposes and meets the national standards for community engagement

What are they for?

The standards aim to transform the quality of community engagement by providing measurable performance statements that can be used by everyone involved to achieve highest quality process and results. Thereby improving quality assurance processes in this area.

The goal is community engagement that is:

· Effective in achievement of the shared purposes of the participants

· Efficient by being well-informed, rationale, considered and focused on purpose; and 

· Equitable by giving a fair voice to all communities and tackling any barriers that may exclude them

And what are they not for?

There is scepticism about the standards because they are frequently misused. The standards for community engagement are not about:

· Public relations – giving an impression of performance that is not reflected in practice

· Standardisation – making the same response irrespective of the circumstances

· Lowest common denominators – accepting the minimal acceptable performance

· Unachievable ambition – suspending reality and promising what cannot be delivered

· Compulsion or punishment – using power to require others to behave in ways that we do not demonstrate ourselves

Are there any support tools?

Yes there are. Learning from the experience of developing the standards in Scotland, an Engagement Toolkit has been developed as a resource for all staff involved in community engagement activities. Other simple tools that can be used to apply the standards are available at www.communitiesscotalnd.gov.uk and are linked to the community engagement ‘how to’ guide.

In addition a Standards for Community Engagement reference manual has been prepared and is available from SCDC. The manual considers issues that may need to be addressed in applying each standard and its associated indicators. The Y & H commission has also generated a wealth of support materials, ‘power-point’ presentations, and case studies on the application of the standards, which can be obtained from Joe Micheli (Project Lead Officer) at Barnsley Council joemicheli@barnsley.gov.uk tel 01226 774446

Locality Findings

Barnsley

The LSP for Barnsley has developed a Community Engagement and Empowerment Strategy and embedded the use of the Standards within the Strategy and its action plan. There has been an ongoing training programme on the use of the Standards and VOICE across the partnership, and the LSP NI 4 Group has recently undertaken the training. They are now looking to apply the standards as a method of quality assurance within partner agencies, including the Council’s Neighbourhoods Directorate, Fire and Rescue Service, Primary Care Trust and Community Empowerment Network. The Housing Arms Length Management Organisation (ALMO) in Barnsley have used the Standards with their Tenants and Residents Federation who now have a ‘Standards Champion’ who ensures the ALMO applies the Standards throughout their service delivery.

Rotherham

RMBC were keen to use the Standards as a tool for coordinating consultation and engagement activity across the LSP and have also applied the Standards as a quality assurance tool within their partnership arrangements. When new proposals for community engagement or consultation activities are now planned, they are considered in the context of meeting the national standards. 

Doncaster

Doncaster were keen to apply the standards and VOICE package to further strengthen their existing neighbourhood management arrangements across the town. This has seen the application of the standards taken down to a very local level in their priority neighbourhoods and applied across local community action groups and projects, to ensure partners were working and planning together.

Wakefield

Wakefield have recently reviewed their area management arrangements and have used the Standards to help inform quality community engagement practice during this review. The LSP NI 4 Group have undertaken the training on VOICE package and are beginning to use the standards as a quality assurance check on new proposals for community engagement. The Group are also using the standards as a ‘planning tool’ to explore how community development and engagement resources should be distributed across the LSP and its partner agencies. 

North Lincs

The Performance Management and Delivery Unit of the LSP are exploring how the Standards and VOICE package can be used as their primary performance management framework on neighbourhood management and empowerment programmes. 

York

City of York Council were keen to see how the Standards could be used to help inform the practice of their neighbourhood management and partnerships staff, to ensure that community projects funded through their long established ward committee budgets, could be effectively planned across partners and ensure quality community participation. The Standards have now been embedded within York’s community planning processes and development of neighbourhood action plans.

Standards that underpin our work and efficiencies

All of the areas existing or evolving Community Engagement Strategies now promote the use of the national standards for community engagement and encourage partner agencies to ‘work towards their application’ as a tool for quality assurance in community engagement.  

Barnsley go as far as suggesting, the standards must be used by all partners as a planning tool before community consultation happens, as a checklist during activities and as an evaluation tool after consultation has taken place.

The local authority partners that have taken part in this project estimate that the number of Officers who attended the training is approximately 25 in total. The evaluation of all of the training and development days has been excellent, with all evaluation forms stating the quality of training was either good, very good or excellent, directly relevant to work practice and would improve community engagement practice and add value to performance management frameworks and accelerated progression against NI 4; the ability of citizens to influence decisions.  This investment in staff time taking part in an improvement programme, such as this, aimed at the promotion of quality assurance model, training and support in community engagement had been successful, been value for money and had led to efficiency savings through better targeting of service delivery. This had in particular been achieved through more systematic planning of community engagement activity, and therefore more effective participation of citizens and on going dialogue between citizens, community groups and public agencies meeting partners’ needs.

Report produced by Joe Micheli, Principal Social Inclusion Officer, Barnsley MBC

For the Yorkshire & Humber Empowerment Partnership March 2010
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