VCS/CAA sub regional workshops

2nd February – 5th March 2010
4 workshops, 85 participants 

Key issues

1. The ‘tops’ and ‘pants’ exercise at the start of each workshop highlighted that existing engagement practice cannot be assumed to be deeply or broadly reaching into communities, although of course there are some examples of excellent practice across the region. AC inspectors therefore need to be assured that information and evidence they are being given on behalf of and from communities, has been robustly, inclusively and sensitively gathered.

2. Participants were given a presentation of the NI1-7 scores and a summary of the assessment relating to engagement, participation and empowerment in each district. Participants were then asked to answer the question ‘Does this picture accord with my experience / reality?’

Key points raised here were:

· As a broad picture, there was general agreement that the CAAs represented whole districts. However, participants felt that more assessment of the exceptions to the ‘norm’ was needed – with more specific examples of what these exceptions were (as opposed to a general acknowledgement within many of the CAAs that the ‘nuanced picture’ was not being painted). The experience of Gypsies and Travellers was brought up as being particularly important in two of the sub-regions.
· Questions regarding parity of rating. E.g. one participants’ experience of partnership working within Leeds City Council was very poor, and very positive with Kirklees MDC. However, Leeds received a better assessment in this regard – leading to queries about ‘spin over substance’.

· Allied to this point, questions about why certain activity received green flags, when similar activity in other districts didn’t receive the same kudos. This occurred within the region and between regions (e.g. London Boroughs received several green flags for empowerment activity which seemed to be very similar to activity being carried out in parts of YH) 

· The NI7 score was treated with scepticism in a couple of sub-regions, as it was based on the MORI survey of registered voluntary and community organisations only. 

3. The next question to participants was how the picture in their area could be improved. Ideas* here included:

· More and better involvement of the VCS!!

· Not disrupting programmes that work (e.g. Sure Start, extended services, clusters)

· Allied to the above, the need to ensure continuity of service: a longer term approach to contracts or keeping the name of a service the same if the delivery agent changes

· Service users (particularly from vulnerable groups) should be at the centre of setting priorities and advising on process

· Improved sharing of good practice

*Many of these ideas would be implemented by statutory agencies and their partners. 

3. Participants were asked finally for ideas on how to improve the CAA process, and how VCS organisations could help to do this:

· The main issue was the lack of knowledge and engagement in the CAA process by the VCS

· Use of grass roots evidence from VCS organisations as well as strategic evidence from large statutory agencies

· Allied to this, use of qualitative methods (conversations, stories) to back up ‘hard’ quantitative evidence.

· Commission some neighbourhood assessments, mirroring the full district assessment, carried out by local groups and residents.

· Create an online dossier for each district where organisations can feed in evidence

· Treat the process like a 360° appraisal  

· Analyse where the gaps and weaknesses are in service provision and then check how excluded groups are consulted with and empowered – judge the structures an authority has in place by the outcomes for these vulnerable groups.

· It would be useful to see a list of who will be involved/consulted as part of the assessment – that way suggestions for ‘gap-filling’ could be offered

· Ensure the local VCS infrastructure or ‘voice’ organisation is involved – but they also need to ensure that a broad range of VCS voices are included, either directly or informing their views and evidence. (There were also some suggestions that VCS organisations had been hand picked by local authorities.)

· Also need to remember that the VCS is so broad and diverse that it is difficult for one organisation to capture all the useful knowledge within the sector – so it’s important not just to go to one or two high profile organisations

· Resourcing for VCS engagement and ‘voice’ activity is getting tighter and tighter, and specialist organisations that provide this function are disappearing. Will therefore have to think about smarter ways to gather VCS evidence and views…e.g. piggybacking onto existing meetings, events, networks and consortia.

· Seek out locality-based evidence that provides the nuanced picture of what happens in neighbourhoods – and also about specific communities of interest that may not experience the same outcomes as the general population. E.g. some VCS infrastructure organisations have carried out their own NI7 survey and have got a different picture from smaller, unregistered organisations or all organisations in particular parts of a district.

· Can self-assessment really be trusted?

· Carry out a ‘community reality check’ on the CAAs before they are released…this may pick up some of the nuances at neighbourhood/community of interest level that do not tally with the general CAA picture

Finally, there was discussion at a couple of the workshops about the role that can be played by community members / groups as a direct part of the assessment process e.g. 

· members of the Regional Community Panel could meet twice a year with the AC to help think through what the questions mean, the evidence required for particular questions, and further probing questions, posed as part of the CAA

· individuals drawn from communities could be trained to be part of the assessment team (vis a vis tenant inspectorate programme) – not to do this as a day job, but to help to look at the evidence and to help to make sense of it, raise more questions etc.  These ‘audit supporters’ could help with ‘digging down’ to gather evidence from sample neighbourhoods to provide a richer picture of activity.  

Things to consider:
How can the Audit Commission build a more robust, and richer, picture?

How can we enable greater VCS involvement in the process?

Is there a way to take the concept of ‘community assessors’ further?

Why the inconsistency re green flags?

NB

VCS doesn’t necessarily equate with communities

Not just the VCS that can feel out of the loop - local authority officers don’t necessarily know what the CAA is or what the Audit Commission have produced. 
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