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Section 1 - Introduction

Why is the Panel looking at the issue of community engagement?

1. The 1998 White Paper, Modern Local Government – In Touch with the People, invested local authorities with a community leadership role, intended to promote economic, environmental and social wellbeing. The White Paper stated that:-

“A key element of community leadership is the responsibility that councils have to reflect local views and promote debate on issues of concern or relevance to local communities. Such issues can be wide ranging and may involve the roles and responsibilities of other institutions, business or private concerns.”

2. The White Paper recognises effective community engagement as a key requirement for the exercising of the power of wellbeing and for the provision of relevant and responsive public services. This is reflected in the Harborough District 2010 Vision with the statement on Community Participation.

3. Harborough District Council (the Council) was subject to a Comprehensive Performance Assessment (CPA) inspection in May 2004. The Council was assessed good, on a scale of excellent/good/fair/weak/poor. However, the inspection report highlighted areas for improvement including consultation and community engagement:-

“…the council has yet to find ways of ensuring that its consultation is fully representative and reaches those people who do not traditionally have a voice…The council has adopted community forums which work well as a means of enabling councillors to have more contact with local people, but such meetings are not effective in reaching excluded groups.”

4. This like other areas for improvement is recognised and reflected in the Council’s CPA Improvement Plan within the section on Improved Consultation and Communication. The Action Plan for this is contained at Appendix 1.

Key factors 

5. It should be kept in mind that the Council has an array of opportunities available to it in terms of customer engagement. As a provider of both statutory and non-statutory services, its local communities are both receivers and influencers of the level and often standard of these services. Furthermore this is playing an increasing role relative to the Council’s statutory power to promote wellbeing and secure improvements for the local communities now and in the future.

6. Tied in with the process of reviewing community engagement is acknowledging the different agents applied when the Council interfaces with the local community. Arguably this could be divided into three areas with a dominant process (agent) identified in italics below:-

We give to the customer – (newspapers, websites, journals, letters and informative literature)

We interact with the customer – (community forums, liaison meetings and customer service transactions)

We listen to the customer – (member’s surgeries, complaints, consultation, focus groups)

7. The review and this report aims to be reflective of these key factors and where appropriate reference is made in this report to specific evidence that supports the findings.

Structure of the review

8. It was recognised during the scoping exercise for this review that a clear structure was required if recommendations for action were to be made by the Panel. However, it was also recognised that any such recommendations were likely only to form the starting point of this Council’s work on community engagement.

9. The Panel determined that the review would be broken down into three distinct strands; customer feedback, community forums, and hard to reach groups and social inclusion. In addition, a pinpoint exercise would be held to develop ideas for future community engagement. The work from each of these areas would be incorporated into an overall report at the conclusion of the review. The project flow chart at Appendix 2 illustrates the distinct stages of the review and how the individual strands support the overall process.

10. The Panel resolved that Members should work with officers as part of the review. Cllrs. Burrell, Garrett and Liquorish, together with Cllr. Dunton as Executive portfolio holder, formed the customer feedback working group, whilst Cllrs. Garrett and Liquorish comprised the community engagement working group.

Timescale of the review

11.
The review was conducted between September 2004 and February 2005. Officers and working group Members developed papers on each strand through informal meetings, with the papers being presented to the Panel on a monthly basis.

Structure of the report

12. This report is structured as follows:-

Section 1
Introduction

Section 2
Customer feedback

Section 3
Hard to reach groups and social inclusion

Section 4
Community forums

Section 5 
Summary of recommendations

Section 6 
Implementation plan (to be developed on adoption of the review findings and recommendations)

Appendices

Section 2 - Customer feedback

Background

13. One of the principal ways in which HDC engages with the local community is through the provision of services. This is recognised in the Council’s Customer Services Strategy (CSS).

14. The Panel considered an initial paper from the Customer Services Manager at its September meeting on further development of the CSS to address the issues concerning effective community engagement. The paper identified the relevant standards in the Citizen’s Charter Mark as being an appropriate framework within which improvements could be developed. The standards are detailed below:-

(a)
Need to actively work with (and engage with) customers, partners, Councillors and staff.

(b) Consult and involve present and potential customers of public services.

(c)
Be open, and communicate clearly and effectively in plain language in a number of different ways.

(d)
Provide full information about services, their cost and how well they perform.

15.
A template is provided by which local authorities can assess their progress against the Charter standards. The criteria, and HDC’s current position is set out below:-

What we aim to do 
             What we do now 

   What we could do


Consulting customers, partners, Councillors and staff is a central part of your organisation.

1. Consult people in a variety of ways, and regularly review these to make sure that the results are effective and reliable.

Regular telephone surveys.

Meetings with internal customers.

Customer Focus Group

Web site survey.

Make Comments cards and leaflet available at rural locations.

2. Actively involve staff in planning services, particularly front-line staff who are in daily contact with customers.
Staff Meetings.

Front line staff involved in projects.




3. Encourage staff to make suggestions to improve services.
One to one meetings with Team Leader.

Unison meetings
Staff suggestion scheme 

4. Speedily process and analyse the results of consultations.
Action any suggestions that offer quick win.
Weekly reports of all comments via new CRM 

5. Promptly tell customers, councillor’s, partners and staff about the results of consultations, including any action you plan as a result
Performance indicators are published on an Annual basis.
More regular feedback with action plan.

You provide reliable and wide-ranging information for customers about all aspects of your Organisation and services.

6. Consultation has a direct effect on your organisations services.
Mystery shopper exercise identified necessary improvements to Service Shop.
Need to plot how consultation has changed council services.

7. Make information about all aspects of your services widely available to customers and potential customers, including how they are run and who is in charge.
Limited leaflet availability.

A to Z on the web site.

Branding in place.
Ensure that all the key services have effective leaflet provision.

Print an A-Z of Council Services.

List of photographs of Service Managers.

8. Tell users how much it costs to run your services, how much they will have to pay if appropriate and how that compares with similar organisations.
Best Value Performance Plan

Budget

Scale of Charges document


Costs could be provided in leaflets and web site

We could benchmark operational costs but this would be difficult to publicise. (and partners not always willing)

Your information meets the full range of your customers’ needs, abilities and preferences.

9. Provide your customers with the information they need in plain, jargon-free language and in ways, which meet their needs and preferences.
Language Line

Council Tax / Benefits have the plain English Crystal mark.

Brand Manager and Communications Officer in place to prevent  ‘jargon’.
Need to test material on customers.

Train staff in plain English.

Roll out the Crystal Mark.

10. The Council makes sure customers have received and understood the information, and you improve it using feedback you have received
Call Centre scripts being developed to confirm customer understanding. Staff training.
Focus Group.

You work effectively with other providers to improve access and services for customers from all sections of the community

11. Make arrangements with other providers to actively provide a co-ordinated service.
We provide partner services. We work with a range of partners including the County Council, Leicestershire Promotions, Police, DWP and local groups.

We have a joint A-Z on the web site with LCC.
Continue to develop links with partners’ organisations.

Ensure that partners services are incorporated into the Web Site and Content Management system.

12. Effective arrangements for passing information and consultation between providers
Meetings with the County Council.

Meeting with the Welland Partners.
Meeting with all our partners, on a regular basis. Share feedback and thoughts.

13. Arrangements are for the benefit of customers.
Joint working – to prevent the Customer from being passed around.

One Stop Shop – customer no longer finding their way around the building.

Call Centre approach – extended hours.

Building improvements all customer focussed.
Ensure complaints are reducing in number.

Check with Customer Focus Group.

Mystery Shopper exercises.

14. Arrangements are cost-effective.
Savings through one stop approach

Joint working produces savings
Develop inter operability with the Welland Partners.

Technological links with all our partners 

15. Users know how to access co-ordinated services
One Stop approach makes our service easily accessible
Promotion of the one stop approach.

Panel’s considerations

16.
The Panel considered the Charter standards and how they related to Customer Services at HDC. The following issues were raised:-

· The overall verdict on the One Stop Shop was that it was a much improved service which made services easily accessible with customers no longer having to find their way around the building.   However, an action plan was being undertaken to address initial problems and further improvements to the service.

· Regarding the voicemail system, the customer awareness surveys had identified some negative feedback and it was confirmed that monitoring of the voice mail system was quite difficult.  Although voicemail etiquette had been introduced, it was very much down the user to adopt good practice to make it the effective communications tool it was intended to be.  Only 40% of staff had been given the voice mail facility, mostly managers and members of staff whose job entailed long periods away from the office.  Members considered that this was a training issue. 


· The Panel suggested that the Parish Councils be consulted in order to improve access and services for the Council’s customers from all sections of the community.

· In respect of developing inter operability with the Welland Partners, Members asked whether the Council was working towards a pooling of information on the two web sites.  It was agreed that this issue needed to be further addressed and was a topic for discussion at the customer focus group meetings. 

· Members asked how improvements could be made to the Planning, Development and Control service as the One Stop Shop however beneficial overall, did result in customers not necessarily meeting the case officer face to face.  It was confirmed that the Managers of the relevant team would be meeting to discuss improvements to address such issues.

· Members considered that the customer care standard relating to letters and faxes to provide a response within 10 days was an issue which could be discussed at the working group as this timescale could be viewed as excessive.  However it was recognised that to cut this down would have resource implications and it was suggested that the sending out of a short acknowledgement by post or email could go some way to solve the problem.

Working group’s considerations

17.
The Working Group considered various methods of community engagement, the following of which were endorsed by the Panel.

1.
The Group liked the idea of staff being involved in improving front line service improvements.  The Group would like to see a staff suggestion scheme that could be progressed.

2.
Very keen on the use of a Customer Focus Group – possibly 8/12 customers to feed in information on service levels, forms, leaflets etc (perhaps these could be representatives from Community Forums).

3.
Telephone surveys – target, say 10% of telephone calls for call back.  This call would check that jobs are carried out efficiently and to the customers’ satisfaction.

4.
The Group thought that written consultation was the least effective – often expensive to carry out with poor return rates.

5.
Email/Internet surveys okay but not inclusive.

6.
Leaflets – need a full list first of all leaflets – then target the most popular information (top 10) to all main outlets – including the mobile library.

7.
Plain English – use Customer Focus Group to check all publications.  There is also a need to use glossaries in all of our documents.

8.
Mystery shopping – could use focus group for this exercise or have a jointly funded exercise with our partners.  (County Council or Welland Partnership).

9.
Text messaging service for mobiles to be available.

· Further feedback to be obtained from the ‘Youth’ sector by way of school visits and/or road shows.  Members noted that young people were to be invited to the LSP in January.  Text messaging service should also appeal to young people.

· Leaflets could also be distributed to pubs and post offices etc.

· In response to a query as to whether staff had been involved in any of the changes to date, it was confirmed that all staff had been involved together with Health and Safety staff and Union representatives.

An action plan has been developed to address the above issues and is included at Appendix 3.

RECOMMENDATIONS – customer feedback

R1
That the Customer Services Service Plan 2005/2006 includes a commitment to continued development of the One Stop Shop approach to incorporate developments such as PARSOL.

R2
That council wide procedures and standards be circulated to all Members and officers for the use of email, voicemail and replying to letters. The Customer Services Manager will shortly be circulating leaflets addressing this issue as a result of this report and the work of the Scrutiny Panel – Resource Development on reviewing email and voicemail protocols.

R3
That future consultation with service users uses the most appropriate methods. The Panel believes that the use of a Customer Focus Group, “mystery shoppers”, and telephone surveys on work undertaken offer the greatest opportunity for meaningful feedback on HDC services. Written surveys and questionnaires should be used sparingly.

R4
That the ten most popular HDC leaflets are identified and made available in as many settlements as possible, utilising all available outlets (e.g. shop, post office, public house, village hall).

R5
That HDC works towards ensuring that all publications meet the standards required for the Crystal Mark from the Campaign for Plain English.

Section 3 - Hard to reach groups and social inclusion 

Background

18.
Successful community engagement requires local authorities to engage with all sectors of their local community. This presents challenges with certain groups more difficult to engage with than others. It is important that local authorities identify gaps in their consultation and communication frameworks and develop measures to actively engage with such groups.

19.
The Panel considered a paper on hard to reach groups and social inclusion to gain an understanding of the issues involved with regard to community engagement. The paper highlighted how groups can be classified as hard to reach, the various types of groups, HDC’s current policies with regard to social inclusion, and gaps in HDC’s approach to social inclusion.

20.
The purpose of the paper was to provide Members with an understanding of some of the issues surrounding community engagement in order to allow them to contribute effectively to the pinpoint exercise.

Pinpoint exercise

21.
The following statement was considered by Members in the pinpoint exercise:-

“ It is 2010 and the Council has achieved the objective, set out in its CPA Improvement Plan, that;

Residents and other stakeholders feel empowered, and believe they can influence the Council’s priorities
This is evidenced by lively debate within the community about the issues that matter most to them, and high rates of return to consultation exercises.

In a recent Best Value Performance Indicator survey a high percentage of residents believed that the Council kept them well informed on policy and service delivery issues, and there was a correspondingly high level of satisfaction with the way the Council ran things.


The Council has become a Beacon Council for community engagement.”

HOW HAS THIS BEEN ACHIEVED?
The responses to this statement are detailed at Appendix 4. The groupings developed and number of votes for each was as follows:-

New ways of engagement

15

Parishes




14

Communication



14

Better community forums

10

Priorities



  
  9

Equality and diversity


  8

Listening



  7

ICT




  6

“Actions louder than words”

  3

LSP




  3

Money




  2

New style meetings


  0

Continuity



  0

22.
This ranking, and the ideas contained within each grouping, has served to develop the Panel’s recommendations for effective community engagement, as detailed in section 5

23.
It is important that HDC is able to identify the issues on which it wishes to engage and consult with the community, and the groups with whom it needs to engage and consult (see Appendix 5 for a diagram to assist in identifying hard to reach groups).

RECOMMENDATIONS – hard to reach groups and social inclusion

R6
That HDC’s Equality and Diversity Group work to identify the issues on which the Council needs to engage with the community, and the groups with whom it needs to engage with.

R7
That HDC’s Consultation Group develops the most appropriate methods for consulting with those groups identified by the Equality and Diversity Group. This task will form part of the development of HDC’s Consultation Strategy, as detailed in the CPA Improvement Plan.

Section 4 - Community forums

Introduction

24.
Community forums are a part of the wider community engagement process. Over the five years of their existence they have often been regarded as the main form of engagement, which has often led to other methods (discussed and referred to throughout this report) being overshadowed. 

25.
This part of the review has firstly looked at the way the forums are administered and used this to test the overall effectiveness of them in their current configuration. Community forums have attracted comment both internally and externally about how they are run and that they do not deliver tangible outcomes for the resources invested in them. With this mind, the review identifies in the recommendations, revisions to the community forums and the development of support arrangements, in an attempt to address these shortfalls and strengthen community engagement overall.

Background to the forums

26.
The Council set up Community Forums (forums) as part of the revisions to its decision making structure, introduced in 2000. 

Six forums have been operating based on the current County Council electoral ward boundaries appropriate to the district. These six are: -

· MARKET HARBOROUGH (covering the wards of: Great Bowden and Arden, Little Bowden, Logan and Welland),

· LUTTERWORTH (covering the Lutterworth wards of: Swift, Springs, Orchard and Brookfield and the ward of Misterton)

· BROUGHTON (covering the Broughton Astley wards of: Astley, Broughton, Sutton and Primethorpe and the wards of: Ullesthorpe, Dunton and Peatling), 

· EAST GARTREE (covering the wards of: Kibworth, Glen and Nevill),

· WEST GARTREE (covering the wards of: Lubenham, Bosworth and Fleckney) and

· BILLESDON (covering the wards of: Billesdon, Thurnby and Houghton and Tilton).

27.
Article 10 of Part 2 of the Council’s current constitution (as at 1.1.05) sets out the key role and purpose of the forums. This is: -

“Community Forums will provide and develop links and dialogue with all sections of the community, including other bodies and agencies operating in Harborough district.”

28.
Their remit is set out in the constitution. The limitations are that they have no delegated powers from the Council and do not discuss and deliberate on matters that are dealt with by the Planning and Regulatory committee at the Council (i.e. individual applications for planning consent including representations made or the decisions and appeals taken in respect of them).

29.
The changes to the decision making structure in 2000, were taken as part of Central Government’s wider agenda to modernise local government. The Local Government White Paper and the Local Government Act 2000 both set specific aims for local councils to become more transparent and fully engaged with their local communities, including changing the then outdated decision making processes. 

Administration and process

30.
The forums have to date been meeting approximately every three months or so, although on occasion some meetings have been cancelled for reasons permitting at the time.

31.
The elected members of the Council (whose wards make up the individual forums’ geographical areas) form the core membership of each forum. The principles of political balance do not apply.  Prior to the introduction of a new senior management structure at the Council in 2002, each forum was co-ordinated by a then Chief Officer. Following the changes brought about by this restructure, the Community Forum Co-ordinator roles of Chief Officers was dispensed with. Officers from the Council’s Democratic Services Team have to date provided the administration to the forums, generally consisting of organising meeting venues, advertising meetings, taking and publishing minutes and arranging for officers and others to attend when necessary. The Council’s Community Forum procedure notes, currently followed by the Officers are at appendix 6.


32.
The District elected members have in the main chaired the meetings of the forums, however in some cases but less so, members of the local community have chaired them. Agenda preparation has been informed by the local community raising topical issues they would like to see discussed and these have ranged from community safety and policing, health service provision, local environmental problems and issues and new developments (not planning applications as described above).  Discussions at the forums have also encompassed individual attendee’s day to day issues or issues of a general nature including complaints. This has been a common issue when there are no specific topics tabled for discussion.

District Council officers

33.
When topical issues are being discussed the relevant officers from the Council are asked to attend and input into the discussions. This helps to support the discussions on the individual issues. 

Issues relative to County Council and other statutory agencies

34.
The County Councillors are invited to attend the forum meetings appropriate to their ward to help discussions on any issues that are relevant to County Council services and responsibilities. The common issues in this respect generally include highway and footpath maintenance, street lighting and transportation. The County Council’s Divisional Engineer for the district is a regular visitor to the forums. When there is no County Council representative attending a forum meeting, the issues are referred to the County Council’s relevant Department or Officer for response and feedback given at the next available meeting (or when the information is available).

35.
In some cases issues may be relevant to other agencies and organisations that are not normally attendees of the forum on a regular basis. Again in this case all issues are referred to them and if necessary a representative invited to attend a future meeting.


CONSIDERATIONS

General

36.
The overriding consideration with community forums needs to be “how effective are they in addressing the local community’s needs and issues?” 

37.
Attendance is considered to be an important identifying factor in this and where there is poor attendance (isolated or regular); it may signify that the forums are having little or no relevance on the local community. One or two individuals have from time to time dominated the discussions at the forums and this could also be an influencing factor on people’s willingness to attend them.  

38.
It has been common with some of the forums for the number of elected members and officers to be greater than the number of the local community attending. Attendance on some occasions has been high, particularly when a relevant topic or issue of major interest or concern has been tabled. Examples of this are: substance and drugs misuse in Market Harborough and Health issues in Lutterworth. Large-scale housing developments have also attracted bigger audiences as well.

39.
Attendance figures have been recorded, with each person attending a forum meeting being asked to sign an attendance list. This has also allowed for the distribution of the notes from the meeting and notifying regular attendees of meetings etc.

Geographical issues

40.
Another consideration is that the meetings are staged at various venues across each individual forum’s geographical areas and in some cases issues in one settlement, village or parish may be quite different from the others. This could have some impact on topics being addressed over a longer period of time or on an on-going basis. The current geographical areas of the forums have raised question as to whether they are appropriate for the effective engagement of the local communities as an inclusive unit. Furthermore, the current Leicestershire electoral ward boundaries will change following the May 2005 elections. Here the elected candidates will be returned to serve as County Councillors in seven different wards to the current six. 


Resource issues

41.
It has been established that the Council provides the administrative role with forums. The resource implications with the forums however goes beyond just the costs associated with administration. High advertisement costs, professional officer time both in terms of preparing topics and presenting them at the meetings and elected member involvement all present issues that some may argue make the forums uneconomical when allied to poor attendance that has in some cases led to the cancellation of a meeting.

42.
The resource implications associated with the forums whilst operating under their current system, are a significant factor for determining whether to keep this system  or pursue other opportunities.

Outcomes

43.
People generally want to see a positive result from being involved in something, whether it is for themselves, their local area or both. The issue of outcomes also extends to communication and how effective attendees feel the Council and its partners keep them informed of what is happening. Some attendees have expressed concern that they do not always receive feedback on issues that they have raised, or that a satisfactory response has been given in reply to their enquiry.

The role of elected members

44.
Elected members are a principal interface between the local communities and the District Council. They are vital to ensuring that the day to day issues and causes of concern for their constituents are dealt with appropriately. With this in mind, the elected member has an instrumental role in developing and delivering opportunities for effective community engagement in the broadest sense. Consideration needs to be given to a structured and supported role for elected members if revisions to the forums are to be implemented. Such is the importance of this the need for detailed and careful research is required.  


Associated research and development

45.
Whilst the above focuses on the current methods for administering the forums and begins to identify opportunities for further exploration, it is essential that due regard is given to other methods that may increase or support improvements in community engagement. 

46.
There is work being undertaken corporately to research other areas that support improved consultation and these include focus groups, citizens’ panels or juries and district newspapers. This work is running parallel to this review and it will need to inform vital aspects of improvements to community engagement. 

CONCLUSIONS

47.
Overall, evidence demonstrates that the forums can have impact when there are issues of significance being discussed, that the majority of the local community are (or believe they are) affected by them. Examples include the previous ones highlighted earlier in this chapter and others could include: aircraft flight patterns, large-scale developments and proposals to revise public services on a wide scale. However, these types of issue could be short term or medium to long-term depending on their nature and may arise very infrequently.

48.
The issue of the number of officers and members outweighing the number of local community attendees can reflect negatively on the Council. It does present an issue in terms of resource investment, particularly when an officer has to put valuable time aside to research and issue or prepare a presentation or detailed notes for a meeting, only to find that a very small number are there to listen to the subject. This combined with administration costs and the increasing costs of advertising the forum meetings etc. raise questions as to whether the forums are value for money and whether there are methods of achieving value for money in respecdt of community engagement.

49.
The forums should not be relied upon as the sole outlet for the local community to interface with their elected member. In this regard, the forums become diluted with everyday issues, which can lead and have led to lengthy and often heated discussion between individuals. 

50.
The forums will be of value to both the Council and the local communities if the topical discussions are of significant importance, which the local communities believe could or will impact on their quality of life (positively or negatively) now and in the future. In the light of this a forum meeting might be considered successful if there is a reasonable level of attendance that justifies the resource investment in it and its outcomes are based on improving local community knowledge and or improvements of tangible value to the local community.

RECOMMENDATIONS – community forums

R8
Community forums operating within their present arrangements are ceased and a new scheme is implemented, initially on a pilot basis, for them to be convened when matters arise of significant importance to the local community. Determination of matters of significant importance must include provision for both the local communities and the Council in identifying such issues. Matters of significance may apply to the whole district or parts of the district including individual wards, parishes and villages or groups of the same.

R9
Research into how ward and parish level issues could be dealt with outside the arena of the forums is undertaken. This will need to encompass all current methods and identify further opportunities (including the involvement of parishes and partners) that will facilitate effective systems to deal with these issues.

R10
Other opportunities to strengthen community engagement, i.e. citizens’ panels and on-line forums are given priority to be researched and implemented accordingly.

Section 5 - Summary of Recommendations


Customer feedback

R1
That the Customer Services Service Plan 2005/2006 includes a commitment to continued development of the One Stop Shop approach to incorporate developments such as PARSOL.

R2
That council wide procedures and standards be circulated to all Members and officers for the use of email, voicemail and replying to letters. The Customer Services Manager will shortly be circulating leaflets addressing this issue as a result of this report and the work of the Scrutiny Panel – Resource Development on reviewing email and voicemail protocols.

R3
That future consultation with service users uses the most appropriate methods. The Panel believes that the use of a Customer Focus Group, “mystery shoppers”, and telephone surveys on work undertaken offer the greatest opportunity for meaningful feedback on HDC services. Written surveys and questionnaires should be used sparingly.

R4
That the ten most popular HDC leaflets are identified and made available in as many settlements as possible, utilising all available outlets (e.g. shop, post office, public house, village hall).

R5
That HDC works towards ensuring that all publications meet the standards required for the Crystal Mark from the Campaign for Plain English.

Hard to reach groups and social inclusion

R6
That HDC’s Equality and Diversity Group work to identify the issues on which the Council needs to engage with the community, and the groups with whom it needs to engage with.

R7
That HDC’s Consultation Group develops the most appropriate methods for consulting with those groups identified by the Equality and Diversity Group. This task will form part of the development of HDC’s Consultation Strategy, as detailed in the CPA Improvement Plan.

Community forums

R8
Community forums operating within their present arrangements are ceased and a new scheme is implemented, initially on a pilot basis, for them to be convened when matters arise of significant importance to the local community. Determination of matters of significant importance must include provision for both the local communities and the Council in identifying such issues. Matters of significance may apply to the whole district or parts of the district including individual wards, parishes and villages or groups of the same.

R9
Research into how ward and parish level issues could be dealt with outside the arena of the forums is undertaken. This will need to encompass all current methods and identify further opportunities (including the involvement of parishes and partners) that will facilitate effective systems to deal with these issues.

R10
Other opportunities to strengthen community engagement, i.e. citizens’ panels and on-line forums are given priority to be researched and implemented accordingly.

APPENDIX 1 – Improvement plan (consultation and communications)

Improved Consultation and Communication

(Action Plan 5)


Desired Outcome

(What the public will notice) 
Action to be taken
Targets, Milestones and Performance Indicators

(How we will know if we have been successful)




What we will do
How we will do it


Residents and other stakeholders feel empowered, and believe they can influence the Councils priorities


Develop effective communication and consultation arrangements
Undertake a scrutiny review of Community Forums by Spring 2005 in order to improve the forums as a means of communication and consultation linked to the needs of the LSP.

Increase voter turnout by increasing public, particularly young people’s, awareness of the Council's community role.
With our LSP partners, carry out an importance / satisfaction survey by Spring 2005. 

Develop and implement the S-C-I as a pilot for future corporate community engagement

Consider establishing a Citizens Panel as means of consultation

Consider  the publication of a district wide newspaper

Implement other means of communication and consultation both internally and externally during 2005.

Increase the use of the online Development Control and building control systems 


Increase in Overall Satisfaction to at least 60% by the 2006/07 survey

5% increase by 2007

10% of all development control and building control applications, and 50% of representations on planning applications by 2006.

APPENDIX 2 – Flowchart of the review process

Project process




APPENDIX 3 – Customer feedback action plan

Consider and implement further improvements to the service shops (particularly Development Control) 
Workshop to review issues - May  2005

Voice mails - improvements to service
Structured training session for all users

Leaflet to be launched

Monitoring to be in place - July 2005

Parish Councils be consulted to improve access to services
Survey to include Parishes - September 2005

Review the response times to letters and faxes
Introduce acknowledgment cards. May 2005.

Improved monitoring of letters. April 2005

Review response times December 2005

Internal Customer Service Group to suggest front line improvements
September 2005

Customer Focus Group
October 2005

Telephone surveys in place
August 2005




The following are to be in E-government Service Plan


A full list of all available leaflets in one handy document.  
June 2004. Joint service A-Z project working with the County Council. 

Use of plain English in all literature 
December 2005

Use of glossaries in all documents and reports
December 2005

Aspiration to have all of our forms upto Crystal Mark standard
Investigated by March 2006

Top 10 leaflets produced in a corporate style and placed in accessible points such as village shops.
October 2005

APPENDIX 4 – Pinpoint exercise findings (summary of issues)

EQUALITY & DIVERSITY (8 votes)

· Have proposals to encourage diverse attendance (childcare etc)

· Promote equality and diversity awareness

· Encourage splinter groups

· Accessible service points

“ACTION LOUDER THAN WORDS” (3 votes)

· Council has made a decision

· Council has made lots of decisions

· Council has made several decisions

· Less strategy, more action

MONEY (2 votes)

· More successful access of external funding for community activities

· A local income tax

· £ more !

ICT (6 votes)

· Web-cam

· All information available electronically

· Laser display panel on Council Offices

· Voicemail in HDC has been abolished

· Public use the website for regular information

NEW STYLE MEETINGS (0 votes)

· Accessible meetings

· Regular meetings

· Outlying districts feel more involved

· Single topic meetings with community

· Fewer meetings – more of an event

LISTENING (7 votes)

· ‘Explain’ and ask, not tell

· Increase the public perception of our competence

· High profile Council

· A listening Council

· Deliver on promises to create confidence

· Elected members being advocates in their communities

· Achieved genuine engagement by delivering community aspiration – agreed, affordable

· More prominent and consistent corporate signage of district

· Members seen as community leaders

· We made local government interesting

· More Councillors under 35

· We listened to what they told us

COMMUNICATION (14 votes)

· Our own community newspaper

· Understandable and jargon free language in communications

· Community newspaper to inform residents

· TalkBACK!!!

· HDC TalkBACK reintroduced

· “Local Democracy Week” highly publicised

· More information to members

· Better press relations – empower own Press Officer

· Development of on-line forums

· Bring back TalkBACK!

· Advertise in press – pullout!

· On-line forums

· No information to exceed A4 size

· Adverts

· Publicity

· Communication simplified – tear off slips

· Everything is written in plain English

· Press office issues readable information regularly

· Plain English (LDF, SPG etc.)

· TalkBACK is back

BETTER COMMUNITY FORUMS (10 votes)

· Compulsory attendance at community forums

· Refreshments at community forums

· Relevant, vibrant community forums

· Community forums – more use made of them. Issues should be followed up

· Group Parish Councils together to constitute new community forums

· More effective community forums

· Better officer attendance at community forums

· More frequent community forums

NEW WAYS OF ENGAGEMENT (15 votes)
· More engagement with schools and colleges

· Introduced Citizens’ Jury

· Residents’ referendums on key decisions

· Focus Groups

· ‘Real’ engagement with ‘community’ (community led)

· More interaction with social/community/business groups

· Identified and harnessed enthusiasm on specific issues – community champions

· An effective Citizens’ Panel in place

· Go to the people – groups etc. Not expect them to come to us

· Go to residents for consultation. Don’t expect them to come to us

CONTINUITY (0 votes)

· Same officer sees an enquiry through

· Encourage individual response

PRIORITIES (9 votes)

· Make issues relevant to residents

· Not try and do too much!

· Get rid of community forums

· Our priorities are their priorities

· Community decided on what policy and service delivery issues 

LSP (3 votes)

· Resources are allocated to the LSP

· Elected LSP

· Joint consultation exercises with partners

PARISHES (14 votes)

· Prompt replies to Parish Council enquiries

· Greater empowerment of Parish/Town Councils

· 2 way communication with Parish Councils

· Empower community forums and Parish Councils

· Increased use of Parish Councils and Meetings

· Used existing community groups/Parish Councils/Meetings – rather than parallel competitive arrangements

· Devolved budgets

· Give plenty of time for individual PC replies

· Work closely with Parishes

APPENDIX 5 – Hard to reach groups (target diagram)



APPENDIX 6 – Current community forum administration procedures


Booking Venues 

1.
You are responsible for booking venues for forum meetings.  Sometimes a forum will request a specific venue, but other times you will just need to find something yourself.  

2.
Suggested venues can be found in the file of venues used as polling stations.  Be aware of aspects such as disabled access though.

3.
Don’t forget to make arrangements for collecting the key to the venue, or for someone to open it up.





Agendas 

4.
Approximately two weeks before the agenda is due to go out, check what items are needed and which officers are to attend.  For example, check minutes of previous meetings, speak to “regular” authors to see if any issues are to be raised.

5.
Ensure that authors are aware of deadlines for written reports and that you receive them on time.

6.
At least a week before the agenda goes out, e-mail the Ward Councillors for the particular Forum to let them know what items you know about so far and asking them if they are aware of any other issues that they would like included.  If any issues are raised by Councillors, you will need to speak to relevant officers and organisations to get someone to either attend the meeting or submit a written report, as appropriate.

7.
Prepare an agenda for the meeting as appropriate for the particular forum.  A poster advertising the meeting also should be prepared in the standard format.

8.
Labels for distributing the agendas are maintained by the Admin Office.  They will produce a set for you when requested.

9.
If no other arrangements have been agreed by the Forum, the agenda should go out at least two weeks before the meeting.  Liaise with print staff on actual despatch dates and details.





Advertising of Meetings

10.
All forums should be advertised in the local press and as many community publications as possible.  Pass all adverts for the Harborough Mail series through Unsworth Sugden by the end of the Monday of the week of publication.  Check for deadlines of other publications.  Unsworth Sugden can also process adverts for community magazines as well, but may need you to give them contact details.  Details of the publications used by each forum are in the relevant forum file.  Unsworth Sugden will ensure that the advert is in corporate style and advise you of the cost.  

11.
Indicative costs are:

Harborough Mail (run-of-paper advert) - £150.00

“Community” papers - £10.00 – £120.00 

12.
Unless other arrangements have been agreed for your forum, try to advertise the meeting either one or two weeks before the meeting.  Any longer and people forget about the meeting.  The timing should take account of bank holidays and the summer holiday season though.





At the Meeting

13.
As you are responsible for setting out the chairs, tables, etc for the meeting, try to arrange to be at the venue approximately half an hour before the meeting starts.  This gives you time to set the meeting up and means that the venue is open for early arrivals.

14.
Each forum has its own arrangements, such as seating and chairmanship.  Check these for each forum.

15.
The committee clerk is not at the meeting to speak on anything other than procedural items.  If an officer is not present who can address an issue, add it to the agenda for the next meeting.

16.
After the meeting, you are responsible for clearing up – eg, chairs, tables – and for locking up and returning keys, unless other arrangements have been made.





Minutes 

17.
Unless other arrangements have been agreed for your forum, try to get the minutes of the meeting posted out by a month after the meeting.

18.
Minutes for forums are full, recording as much as possible of the discussion on each item.  As the forums have no decision-making powers, do not record any decisions as resolutions.  They can be prefaced by “AGREED” though, if you want to highlight these things.

19.
When the minutes are distributed, use the same address labels as are used for agenda circulation.

�
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2010 Vision


Corporate Plan


Community strategy





PROPOSALS FOR FUTURE DEVELOPMENTS/ARRANGEMENTS











What does the Council want to achieve through community engagement?











Consultations





Community Forums





What methods work well and not so well?











Customer feedback





Hard to reach groups








What are the barriers to this?
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