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Consultation Strategy
This strategy seeks to ensure that the Police Authority and the Chief Constable take a systematic, joined up approach to consultation, including the consultation of:

· The Community 

· Partnership Organisations (and organisations not currently partners)

· Service Users

· Personnel

The main body of this strategy deals with Community and Service User Consultation.

The approach followed in the strategy is to:

· Identify why the Police Authority and Chief Constable consult

· Outline the Principles of Consultation 

· Set out how to consult

· Set out who to consult

· Explain who should do what in this process 

Consultation has for many years been an established priority of the Police Authority and the Chief Constable, it is also a statutory requirement for both and is done for a variety of reasons:

· The Authority and the Chief Constable need to develop close relationships with: 
· the people they serve, 
· those who use their services 
· and the wider partnership organisations. 
· Effective public participation is an integral feature of operations, 
· Consultation of force employees and all those providing services is also an integral feature of operations.
Effective user group/ community consultation has many benefits, but the main ones are:

· Improved public confidence in the police-  consultation should encourage greater confidence in and understanding of what the Police Authority and Chief Constable are trying to do. Enabling people to influence the decision-making processes that affect their lives can result in less people feeling excluded from the society in which they live.

· Improved services in general- consultation enables the Authority/ Chief Constable to develop their own role in the community. It can be used to establish the wider needs and priorities of the community thereby informing service provision.  

Although effective community consultation has significant benefits, in many instances it does not result in a consensus being reached on the subject in question. Ultimately decisions rest with Members of the Police Authority and the Chief Constable. Consultation nevertheless ensures that the community- and any other specific group involved- have had the opportunity to inform any such decisions. 

The Police Authority/ Chief Constable recognises that it is not always possible to carry out consultation on particular issues. The costs of the consultation have to be commensurate with the resources at stake in the decision, the time available to reach a conclusion and the importance of the decision to the community and the Authority/ Chief Constable.

The Principles of Consultation

The Authority and the Chief Constable regard consultation as a rewarding process enabling a response to the needs of local people to be made. The aim is that the best decisions for serving their needs are made. 

Therefore the strategy has been developed with the particular intention of ensuring that all service user and public consultation is:

· Inclusive

· Ensuring consultation methods are not simply geared towards “easy to reach” groups. 

· Using varied methods to gain as wide a range of views possible (these are detailed later on in this strategy).

· Effective
· Ensuring consultation fits the intended purpose and that results are used to inform the Police Authority’s/ Chief Constable’s decision making processes. 

· Using the large amount of consultation that has already been carried out by the Authority and the Chief Constable to identify a considerable body of best practice as to what to do- and what to avoid. 

· Putting systems in place to ensure that any prior consulting  experience is fully utilised and the results of all consultation is put to best effect.

· Clear

· Ensuring that all participants feel comfortable with the process and that they understand the nature of any constraints on the outcome being sought  (for example budgetary considerations).

· Clearly stating that the information gained will be used to influence eventual decision making processes.

· Good Value

· Ensuring that the consultation process is efficient, relevant and cost effective.

The additional principles set out below should apply to all consultation carried out, whatever the purpose/ target audience of a particular exercise.

1. Consultation will be carefully planned to ensure the effective use of the time of participants.

2. Positive steps will be taken to ensure the traditional “non-joiners” can take part in the consultation exercises. 

3. Clear guidance will be provided explaining how the information gained will be used. 

4. When requested the confidentiality of individuals taking part in consultation exercises will be maintained.

5. Where local people are involved in public participation on an ongoing basis (for example with Citizen Panels) mechanisms should be in place to ensure views are representative- particularly where people are making decisions on behalf of a local community.

6. Results of the exercise will be fed back to participants wherever possible, either directly or through the use of publications or a website.

7. Where the involvement of a particular group of people (such as specific service users) is required, the exercise should be carried out in a format, at a time, and in a location that is convenient to the target group.

Definition of Consultation- Users/Community

User Group and Community consultation describes the variety of attitudes to the ways in which the Police Authority/ Chief Constable interact with such people. Users of the service may be any individual who has used police services on an particular occasion (i.e. as a victim of a crime) or they may be regularly in contact with the force due to other circumstances (i.e. those involved in victim support). The community refers to all those who have an interest in the activities and methods of the police and this includes residents, businesses, visitors and other organisations and bodies. They need not necessarily be “users” as such. 

This strategy defines consultation as a process that incorporates a spectrum of activity ranging from:

· the provision or exchange of information on the matter in hand,

to

· the active involvement of wider groups in not only the definition of the  problem, but finding (and sometimes implementing) the solution through partnership working.

The strategy does not restrict the Authority/ Chief Constable to using a prescribed set of consultation techniques, nor does it give detailed guidance on the precise procedures that should be followed for a particular consultation exercise. It recognises that every situation is different and any consultation will have to be designed to fit those individual circumstances.

The Dimensions of Consultation

The Consultation strategy has two basic dimensions- which are themselves inter-related. They revolve around:

· the purpose of a given consultation;

and

· who is actually consulted- the target audience.

These should be clearly identified before the exercise is undertaken.

Purpose of Consultation

The Authority/ Chief Constable may consult with the public because:

· it wishes to improve/develop the services it provides;

· a particular issue or set of issues which will affect the community/ service user/ employee etc have arisen; or

· as an essential element of its overall approach to Best Value.

Northumbria Police is a major provider of services to the public, local businesses, visitors and partnership organisations as well as having an inter-dependent relationship with them as an organisation itself.

Occasionally circumstances arise where consultation is required in response to certain opportunities and issues, e.g. a Home Office directive or problems specifically within a local area. Wherever such issues arise the Authority/ Chief Constable will have the opportunity to consult and involve others in identifying the course of action that should be taken.

Best Value legislation requires police authorities to make arrangements to secure continuous improvements in the way in which police functions are exercised. Whereas a significant amount of the service and issue based consultation carried out by the Authority/ Chief Constable has been done so out of choice, Best Value introduces a duty for authorities and Chief Constables to consult, often jointly.

Target Audience

There are several dimensions to this. People’s views can be sought because they are:

· service users; 

· non-users;

· residents within the force area commands, directly or indirectly affected by particular police activity or functions;

· people directly affected by particular functions in partnership organisations, local businesses and other bodies;

· people with particular characteristics, e.g. ethnic groups, young people, women etc;

· working within the organisation, at whatever level, providing this service; or

· knowledgeable about the issue through any links, whether personal or professional, to the particular function.

Consultation with those who use or do not use specific services will be an integral part of the Authority’s/ Chief Constable’s approach to Best Value. It should grow to underpin the service planning cycle and be flexible and varied in its range of consultation techniques to reflect characteristics of the people for whom the service is intended. 

Area commands include a wide variety of demographic and cultural diversity. The area element to Northumbria’s consultation is complex, as geographically it is large. This has implications for internal as well as public consultation. The strategy proposes that:

· The key feature of area based consultation is that it must be conducted at a level which is both appropriate to the issue and meaningful to staff/local people. Wherever possible, therefore, it should be based on natural communities rather than artificial geographical areas with rigorous boundaries such as political wards/ area commands.

· The approach adapted to area based consultation should nevertheless be flexible enough to appreciate the concerns of people, whether staff or the public, in certain areas. Developing partnerships across the Northumbria Police Authority area, for example with Citizen Panels, may be seen to reflect the whole population while allowing for a local point of view to flourish.

The Authority/ Chief Constable should make the most of its role as part of Community Partnerships, not only involving local people but also:

· Local Authorities

· Health and Social Services

· Education

· Businesses

· Charities 

· Voluntary Organisations

as well as other groups/ bodies. The development of this approach would enable the Authority/ Chief Constable to develop closer links with local neighbourhoods, partnership organisations and relevant bodies regardless of whether or not they are affected by a particular issue. Forging links between officers of various agencies and having clear joint working procedures can be very worthwhile in terms of consultation, benchmarking and the policy process further on. (If this approach is supported then a further paper will be prepared on the detail of how such partnerships could work).

Depending on the type of consultation undertaken the needs and priorities of either staff, the community or other groups also vary according to their population characteristics, e.g. whether they are a specific age, race, class, religion, gender or sexual orientation. Particularly with regard to the community, within the Northumbria Police Authority Area there are certain groups of people who are often “hard to reach” through the traditional means of consultation. Care has to be taken to ensure their views are not overlooked.

The Main Consultation Techniques used by the Authority/ Chief Constable

The main service user/ community techniques are detailed below. It is not intended that the Authority/ Chief Constable restrict themselves to only using the methods set out in this section. It is recognised that certain circumstances will require the use of alternative approaches. However, in the majority of instances, one or more of the techniques below will be used:

· Written material- letters/leaflets/posters

· Press and Promotions

· Newsletters

· Consultation documents, i.e. those in the Best Value Performance Plan

· Feedback systems- for comments, complaints, complements

· Forums- user, shared user, shared interest, non-user etc

· Public Meetings

· Road shows

· Focus groups

· Surveys, i.e. Victims of Crime, Residents Survey undertaken by MORI

· Citizens Panels

· Website (to be developed)

· Formal and informal partnerships

The Authority/ Chief Constable already have experience of most of the above consultation techniques. A website and the use of established Local Authority Citizen Panels are areas currently under development. These offer a range of opportunities for effective further consultation. 

Consultation database

As it is already evident that a lot of work has been undertaken it would be useful to maintain a central Police Authority database of consultation. It would be reasonable to establish a register of all consultation carried out from 1997 to the present. 

Implementation and Evaluation

A consultation database would have great benefits for the audit trail and would help reduce the danger of duplication. It would also allow for the time-tabling of consultation exercises to ensure that no sample population is exhausted.  It is proposed that the details of the consultation stored on the database would include:

· Methodology and techniques employed

· Sample

· Characteristics of population surveyed

· Results

· Use and destination of results

Consultation Action Plan

The next section outlines a number of recommendations aimed at ensuring that the Authority/ Chief Constable get closer to the people they serve, employ and represent through effective consultation. The table below sets out key proposals which will ensure the implementation and further development of this strategy.

Proposed Action

· Northumbria Police Authority and the Chief Constable should endeavour to utilise existing Citizens’ Panels as a means of public consultation. Liaison has already been established between the relevant Local Authorities/ District Councils. The whole panel may be consulted where issues are general in nature whereas sub sections would be consulted on other issues that are more specific.

· A more detailed paper on the consultation opportunities regarding Community Partnerships should be prepared.
· All force wide, Authority led and area command based consultation back to 1997 should be recorded in order that it be used to create a database of consultation, making it an efficient and readily available source. 
· Strategies for “hard to reach” groups should be developed.

· A consultation plan should be developed for each of the Best Value Reviews identifying those who are to be consulted, when this will take place and what they will be asked.

· Once a database of consultation is set up a timetable for annual consultation will be made available to all those involved in the process- avoiding duplication, over-use of groups and individuals and wasted time/resources.

· Introduction of new consultation techniques, e.g. use of the Internet and other IT methodologies, as well as improved questionnaires and co-ordination of questions intended for consultative exercises. 
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