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REPORT TO CABINET



 

22 September 2009

TITLE OF REPORT:
Areas and neighbourhoods – strengthening community engagement: Phase 3 implementation proposals

REPORT OF:

Roger Kelly, Chief Executive


Purpose of the Report

1. This reports asks the Cabinet to recommend to the Council a number proposals for implementation of phase 3 of the Council’s area and neighbourhoods agenda for engaging with local communities and neighbourhoods.

Background 
2. The Council has sought to continuously improve the responsiveness of its services and to provide opportunities for local people to engage with the Council and its partners to identify local needs and issues. Two phases of this approach have been implemented in recent years.

3. In Phase 1 the Council established five neighbourhood management areas in 2001 and five Area Executive Forums in 2004. This phase helped to build and develop partnership arrangements at a local level with a number of partners, notably the Police and the PCT organising some of their public facing services on the same area basis

4. In Phase 2, the Council agreed a number of proposals for strengthening the Council’s engagement with local communities and neighbourhoods, leading to the creation of five Area cabinet portfolios, and five member-led Area Forums. The following principles were adopted as the basis for the new approach:

· to provide strong, visible and accountable leadership at all levels from neighbourhoods to the whole Borough

· to engage communities and empower people

· to deliver efficient, joined up, high quality services which meet the specific needs of each neighbourhood.

5. Following the evaluation of our approach to areas and neighbourhoods (August 2008) and the Peer Review (November 2008), it has become apparent that there is a need to strengthen links between areas and wards, and that the role of local members in leading community engagement and development within Gateshead at the ward level could be improved. In order to achieve the above outcomes, it is recommended that a further refinement of our approach, Phase 3, is required, with a focus on :

· Strengthening community engagement, with a greater focus on wards and neighbourhoods;

· Supporting local councillors to fulfil their roles as community champions

· Consolidating the 5 Areas as ‘the unit’ for public services joining up and delivering the Gateshead Agreement.  This is predominantly a business function, and consolidates work undertaken in phases 1 and 2.

6. This report sets out proposals to achieve these objectives.


Proposals

7. The following approach is proposed:

Strengthened support arrangements at an area level

· Refreshing the terms of reference to focus on their role as business meetings with partners and not primarily as tools for community engagement – draft revised terms of reference are attached as Appendix 2. These terms of reference aim to separate out the role of the Forums as business meetings, whilst also emphasising the role of the Forums in supporting the delivery of the community development strategy at an area level.

· Identifying a small number of priority issues on an annual basis to be progressed by each area forum;

· Area Forums to be more closely linked to the Gateshead Strategic Partnership through a regular reporting mechanism;

· Identifying a specific neighbourhood or cluster of neighbourhoods for targeted intervention by Area Forum partners within each area. In the first instance this should be aligned to the Health Inequalities targeted neighbourhoods and the neighbourhood planning areas. This would not preclude activity in other areas, but would provide the opportunity to focus on intensive activity by partners where it is most needed, learning from pilots in neighbourhood planning, neighbourhood agreements, neighbourhood management and participatory budgeting;

· Development of a strengthened officer team at an area level led by the appropriate strategic/group director, actioning the Council issues arising from the issues identified above, problem solving and providing pro active support to Area portfolio holders in their leadership of this agenda;

· Creating more formal, regular links between ward members and Area Portfolio Holders to ensure ward and neighbourhood issues can be considered within the area context where this is important

· Further details on the role of this Area Officer Team are attached at Appendix 3

Strengthened support to ward councillors through the provision of support at a neighbourhood level

· Supporting councillors in their community leadership role through a new officer function based in the Communities and Neighbourhood Service;

· Supporting and developing community engagement through a menu of community engagement options to support councillors in their role and strengthen the delivery of NI 4 (% of people who feel that they can influence decisions in their locality);

· Further details on this role are attached at Appendix 4. Interim arrangements to fulfil these roles to March 2010 will be in place by 1stOctober.

The introduction of a Local Community Fund

· This would be a fund of £30,000 per ward to support local.  The purpose of the fund would be to support community engagement, development and cohesion. It will also support the Council’s priorities in Vision 2030 of Sustainable Gateshead and Gateshead Volunteers.  

· Councillors would be supported by a named support officer in identifying priorities for the fund and its administration.  The Fund will be piloted for 18 months and will be available from 1 October.  Appendix 5 sets out questions and answers about the Fund 

Training and support for members and officers in the implementation of the new arrangements

· Training and information sessions for members and officers to be held to help embed these proposals, commencing with the members seminar on 11th September.


Recommendations

8. It is recommended that the Cabinet recommend the Council:

i. To agree the proposals for implementation of the Council’s area and neighbourhoods agenda as set out in paragraph 7 and Appendices 1-5;

ii. Agree the strengthened terms of reference for the Area Forums.

9. For the following reason:

i. To achieve the aim of strengthening the Council’s engagement with local communities

CONTACT:  Martin Gray   extension: 3919  
PLAN REF: 3378











APPENDIX 1


Policy Context

1. The proposals in this report support the delivery of Vision 2030, and all the Corporate Plan priorities, and in particular objectives around building stronger communities.

2. The proposals contained in this report provide the opportunity for the Council to achieve its objectives:

· to provide strong, visible and accountable leadership at all levels from neighbourhoods to the whole Borough

· to engage communities and empower people

· to deliver efficient, joined up, high quality services which meet the specific needs of each neighbourhood.


Background

3. The Council has introduced proposals on area and neighbourhood working in two previous phases. In 2001, the neighbourhood management areas were identified, and five Area Executive Forums were established in 2004.

4. More recently, in 2007 the Council agreed a number of key principles for area working:

· The role of the ward councillor will be strengthened.  Ward councillors will be recognised as champions for their local community, within a framework of corporate responsibility.

· The Cabinet, as the Council’s executive body, must be directly linked into community engagement.  This is to be achieved by reconfiguring portfolios to create five theme and five area portfolios, the five Cabinet members with an area portfolio taking responsibility for effective services, ensuring that local services meet local needs, and for community engagement.

· Member-led Area forums will replace the existing officer-led Area Executive forums.  They will take on responsibility for area planning, service excellence and problem-solving.  They will be partnership bodies rather than traditional area committees, and will include the Council’s main partners in their membership as well as three council representatives – the Cabinet Member with the area portfolio (who would chair the Forum) and two members from wards within the area.
5. These principles provided the basis for the introduction of a further phase of improvements in 2007, with the establishment of the Area portfolio roles, and the five member led Area Forums. This included a commitment to review the effectiveness of this approach after 18 months.  

6. Following the evaluation of our current approach in 2008, a further phase of implementation is proposed which further enhances our ability to achieve the key objectives set out in 2007.
Proposals

7. To do this we need to strengthen and improve community engagement in wards; strengthen and improve officer support to councillors so that they can fulfil their community champion role; and improve our partnership working arrangements at an area level. This is illustrated in the diagram below.
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8. The following proposals are recommended in order to achieve these objectives:

a. Strengthen the officer support to ward councillors through the provision of support at a neighbourhood level.  

The proposal is for a team of officers who will provide a dedicated neighbourhood support role to ward members.  These will be based within the Communities and Neighbourhoods Service in Community Based Services.    Their role will involve:

· supporting councillors in their role; oversee the administration of the Local Community Fund; develop and strengthen the community and promote voluntary activity as part of Gateshead Volunteers.  

· Support Councillors through a ‘menu of engagement activities’, to enable ward members to discuss with communities their preferred method of engagement. These include ward walks; participatory budgeting, celebratory events and festivals; conferences; community meetings; neighbourhood agreements, annual surveys, participatory appraisal and many other emerging approaches.

b. A strengthened senior officer team to ensure area working is accelerated.

· It is proposed that the senior officer team (Strategy Group member; Director, Heads of Service, Area Coordinators and Chief Executive’s Coordinators) continue to meet regularly with the Area Portfolio holder to ensure priorities are identified and delivered.  Appendix 3 identifies the role of this team.  There will also be regular meetings established between the Area Cabinet portfolio holder and ward councillors. This will ensure that local issues can be considered within a wider strategic context and ensure ward councillors issues are fed into operational officer groups such as problem solving arrangements.

c. Improved links between wards and areas

It is proposed that the connections between wards and areas are improved (priorities and action).  In order to achieve this, it is recommended that the Terms of Reference of Area Forums are refreshed to focus on business with partners.  It is proposed that the following amendments are adopted – and that the Area Forums be asked to consider these at their next meeting:

· their role as business meetings is reinforced and their key role within the GSP is clarified.

· Each Forum identifies it’s a small number of key priorities for the year

· Each Forum identifies a neighbourhood for targeted intervention, based upon need (IMD, Vitality Index), with a view to addressing the complex range of issues that result in inequality and deprivation. Currently this could be the 5 Neighbourhoods identified as part of the Health Inequalities review as the extent of inequality and deprivation is highlighted through lower life expectancy.  The areas chosen could be reviewed annually.

· Area Forums report key actions to the GSP

· Area Forums meet in venues that are accessible and appropriate, and need not be within the Area served. 

d.  Local Community Fund

· It is recommended that a Local Community Fund is introduced.  This would be a fund of £30,000 per ward for local issues and will be allocated on a ward basis or pooled across wards.  The purpose of the fund would be to support community engagement, development and cohesion. It will also support the Council’s priorities in Vision 2030 of Sustainable Gateshead and Gateshead Volunteers.  

· Councillors would be supported by their named support officer in identification of priorities for the fund and its administration.  The Fund will be piloted for 18 months and will be available from 1 October.  Appendix 5 identifies a Q and A for Councillors about the Fund.  

e. Training

Training for councillors and officers is essential for the effective implementation of this approach.  Four two hour sessions have been scheduled for councillors to be held within the Civic Centre:

· 28 September (5.30 pm – 7.30 pm in the Lamesley Room)

· 2 October (1.30 pm – 3.30 pm in the Lamesley Room)

· 6 October (5.30 pm – 7.30 pm in the Lamesley Room)

· 12 October (3.00 pm – 5.00 pm in the Bridges Room)

Consultation

9. There has been consultation on these proposals with all Cabinet members. A Members seminar was held on 11 September and further training sessions are planned over the next month.

Alternative Options

10. To maintain the current approach would reduce the ability of the Council to effectively engage in communities and would inhibit the ability of councillors to perform their community leadership role.

Implications of Recommended Options

11. Financial Implications – The Strategic Director, Finance and ICT confirms that the implementation of the recommendations in this report will be met from existing resources. 

12. Risk Management Implications – the successful implementation of the Council’s approach to areas, neighbourhoods, the duty to involve and community engagement has been identified as a strategic risk for the Council. The proposals in this report provide the basis for controlling this risk

13. Human Resources Implications – Interim arrangements will be put in place by 1st October, with the roles of named support officer being undertaken by members of the Neighbourhood Management Team. These arrangements will be trialled and evaluated to assess capacity and future options.

14. Equality and Diversity Implications  - more effective action at a local level will focus on opportunities to address inequality and disadvantage.

15. Crime and Disorder Implications – the proposal will strengthen the link between ward councillors and problem solving arrangements to ensure that ward and neighbourhood issues can be addressed.

16. Sustainability Implications – no significant implications. The emphasis on local community engagement can provide the basis for strengthening local networks and building the social capital; necessary for building sustainable communities.

17. Health implications – a focus on a targeted neighbourhood will ensure greater alignment of resources and activity to address deprivation as evidenced through the health inequalities review. The new menu of options for community engagement will draw on existing areas of good practice including the work undertaken on participatory appraisal as part of the healthier communities programme

18. Human Rights Implications –.these proposals have been designed to provide new strengthened mechanism for residents to engage with the Council, and other partner agencies.

19. Area and Ward Implications – these proposals impact on all areas and wards.

Background Information

· Vision 2030 – Sustainable Community Strategy for Gateshead

· Report to Cabinet 21st February 2007: Neighbourhood Engagement – the next steps

· Gateshead Council Peer Review 2008

APPENDIX 2

Proposed revised terms of reference for Area Forums

Area Forums

Terms of Reference and Membership

1. Area Forums have been set up for each of the five neighbourhood management areas within the Borough, namely Central, East, Inner West, South, West.

2. Area Forums are part of the structure of the Gateshead Strategic Partnership alongside the Theme Partnerships.

3. Area Forums provide an opportunity for partners to work together with the aim of

· developing and promoting community engagement within each area

· securing improved delivery of services that are responsive to the needs of each area and neighbourhood

· coordinating issues common to many or all of the neighbourhoods in the area.

4. The Area Forums are business-focused meetings and have the following roles

· monitoring the standard of service delivery within the area and its responsiveness to local needs, irrespective of who is providing the service

· influencing the work of partners within the area, both in terms of policy and strategy development and planning and delivery of services

· developing and maintaining partnerships and inter-agency working.

· developing, promoting and coordinating consultation and community engagement

· triggering action in response to perceived problems or concerns, whether formally or informally

· being the means by which the partners seek views on the implications of service and policy development for the different areas of the Borough.

5. The Area Forum may submit reports as it sees fit on progress and issues to local public service bodies. 

6. The Area Forum will:

· take action to consult and involve communities in line with the principles of the Gateshead Community Development Strategy;

· develop and publish an annual programme  to coordinate community involvement in its area and promote the work of the Forum. This may include one or more of the following: a series of community focused meetings, events or roadshows;

· identify a number of priority activities;

· identify a priority neighbourhood to develop more intensive activity;

· receive an annual report on the outcomes of expenditure from the Local Community Fund.

Membership

7. The membership of each Area Forum will consist of

· three representatives of the Council, namely the area Cabinet member and two councillors from wards within the area.  In areas where two political groups are represented, each political group will nominate one councillor from among the ward members; in areas where only one political group is represented, that group will nominate two councillors.

· one representative each of 

-
The Gateshead Housing Company

· Northumbria Police

· NHS South of Tyne and Wear

· Gateshead Community Network

· Voluntary sector

· Learning and Skills Council

· Tyne and Wear Fire and Rescue Service

· Nexus

· Gateshead Older People’s Assembly

· secondary schools (a Head Teacher from a secondary school which serves the area)
The role of the ward councillors who are members of the Area Forum is to contribute a ward member’s perspectives on issues relating to the neighbourhood management area as a whole, and to highlight issues of concern across the area where action by partners is necessary. The aim will be to resolve problems from the perspective of the whole area.  An Area Forum may co-opt representatives of up to five partner or community organisations.

It is suggested that this power should be used to broaden the representation of local interests.  It is also suggested that co-opted members should be drawn from broadly based organisations, such as the Gateshead Youth Assembly, and BME groups, and broadly based local groups, rather than from single-issue groups.   Forums may also wish to consider co-opting representatives of service providers, such as transport undertakings


Chair

8. The Council Cabinet member with responsibility for the area will chair the Area Forum.

9. At its first meeting in each municipal year, the Area Forum will appoint one of its members (who will not be a councillor) as vice-chair.  If the chair is not present at a meeting of the Area Forum, the vice-chair will preside.


Support

10. A Group or Strategic Director from the Council will be nominated to act as lead adviser to the Area Forum.  The Strategic Director, Legal and Corporate Services will provide administrative support to Area Forum meetings.  The relevant Area Coordinator will be responsible for implementing decisions and, with the support of Secretariat staff, ensure that issues raised at the Forum are dealt with by partners, and progress reported back to the Forum and the communities that they cover.

Procedures for Meetings

11. Meetings will be held approximately every six weeks.  The Chair and vice chair will have the power to change the date and time of a meeting if unforeseen circumstances make this necessary.  All meetings should take place in a suitable, accessible venue to be agreed with partners.

12. Meetings will be held in public except that where, exceptionally, the Chair is of opinion that discussion of a particular item may lead to the disclosure of confidential information (such as personal information about an individual). He/she may exclude the press and public from the meeting while that item is discussed.

13. Local ward councillors who are not members of the Area Forum, and members of the public who reside in the area, may speak at Area Forum meetings.

14. At each meeting, arrangements will be made for officers to remain after the meeting for the purpose of taking details of any service requests or similar issues that members of the public attending the meeting may wish to raise.


Voting

15. Area Forums will attempt to reach decisions by consensus.  Where there is a difference of view on a matter on which it is necessary to take a decision, the matter will be put to the vote, each member of the Forum (including co-opted members) having one vote.  This will not affect the rights of each organisation represented on the Forum to take such action as it sees fit within its own area of responsibility and statutory powers.


Quorum

16. The quorum will be five members, of whom at least one must be a Council representative.  Co-opted members will be taken into account in calculating whether the quorum is present.


Agendas

17. The Strategic Director, Legal and Corporate Services will be responsible for the preparation of the agenda for each meeting, following consultation with the Chair and the Senior Officer Team.   

18. Ward councillors who are not members of the Forum, and organisations represented on the Forum, may submit items for inclusion on the agenda to the Strategic Director, Legal and Corporate Services.  If it is decided not to include the item, the Strategic Director, Legal and Corporate Services will briefly explain the reasons for this and how it is proposed that the matter should be dealt with.

APPENDIX 3

Role of Senior Team for Areas and Neighbourhoods

A strengthened Area Team

To embed and reinforce the Area portfolio role, a strengthened senior team of Cabinet Members and senior officers is proposed.  This team will operate as current theme portfolios do, with the Cabinet Member having regular business meetings with the Group/Strategic Director and Director support.  

	Role
	Who?
	Actions


	STRATEGY
	Area Portfolio Holder

Group / Strategic Director
	· Set priorities

· Oversee strategic planning

· Working with GSP



	COORDINATION
	Director

Heads of Service
	· Identifying actions

· Identifying resources

· Coordinate delivery



	DELIVERY
	Area Coordinator

Chief Executives Coordinator

Support officers
	· Manage Local Community Fund

· Work with partners to join up actions

· Coordinate community activity at an area level


APPENDIX 4

Support to Elected Members in their role as Community Champion

Frequently Asked Questions

What will be in place by 1st October?

Interim arrangements will be in place by 1st October until 31st March 2010.  Meetings will be held with all ward members in October with the Head of Communities and Neighbourhoods, Neighbourhood Management Team Leader and the identified named officer for each ward.

What is the role of the named support officer?

· Help plan and deliver community engagement in your ward

· Ensure the community receives timely feedback on the impact of any community engagement

· Support ward members to identify local priorities

· Link with other services and partners to help resolve local issues

· Help develop Local Community Fund projects and support administration

· Support local tenant, resident and other community groups

What type of community engagement will be available?

A range of activity, including:

· Ward walks

· Participatory budgeting

· Celebration events

· Conference

· Community meetings

· Neighbourhood agreements

This list is not exhaustive and your support officer will discuss with you about the best way to consult with your community about the type of community engagement they would prefer and how best to respond to the issues raised in your ward.  

Can I still contact other officers in the Council?

Yes – the role of the support officers does not replace the range of current ways in which members contact officers. Members should continue to use all available options in helping to resolve issues, with the neighbourhood support officers providing an additional mechanism by which issues can be resolved, particularly where it is not immediately clear what action is required.  Members should also continue to log inquiries through the Customer Services Unit Member Enquiry Tracking System.

Who will help if my support officer is not available?

Named support officers all work within the Neighbourhood Management Team.  There will be another member of the team who also works within your Neighbourhood Management Area and they will also be able to help if your named officer is not available.  

Who should I contact if I have a question in relation to the role of the support officers?

Kate Israel is the Head of Service responsible for dedicated support officer supported by Alison Rigg the Neighbourhood Management Team Leader.  Both will be happy to discuss any questions you might have.

How will I link to Area arrangements?

Ward members will be given the opportunity to meet regularly with the Area Portfolio holder and Senior Officer Support to discuss issues affecting their ward and the wider area.  The support officers also have a role in supporting the Area Forums and will be able to ensure that ward issues raised by members influence area priorities.

How will issues be fed through to Problem Solving and Tasking and Coordination?

Support officers will also be involved with tasking and coordination and problem solving meetings.  Appropriate issues from councillors will be fed directly into these processes. Support officers will be able to discuss possible solutions and give progress updates to members as part of their regular contact.

APPENDIX 5

Local Community Fund Questions and Answers

1. What is the Local Community Fund and what can I use it for?
The Local Community Fund is £30,000 per ward.  It will be used for local issues with the aim of actively promoting community engagement, development and cohesion.  Issues could be identified through ward walks, local community groups, ward surgeries for example. The fund will be subject to clear guidelines. 

It should not be used for ongoing revenue costs such as employing staff, running costs of buildings, political campaigning or anything else that would conflict with the Councillor’s code of conduct or create an ongoing financial commitment beyond the year in question.

2. What about other sources of Council resources?

Any potential spend will first be looked at in terms of existing budgets ie

· Mainstream

· Community Grants

· Other external funding

3. How and when do councillors access the Local Community Fund?

The fund is available for Councillors at the start of each financial year.  It will be managed within the Council’s overall budget and allocated to spend by the relevant Group/Strategic Director following consultation with ward councillors.  For this year, 2009, the Local Community Fund will be available from 1 October.

4. How will the Local Community Fund be allocated and decided?

Local councillors should discuss options with their support officer who will report to the relevant Lead or Support Director for the area. Options should be discussed and agreed within the context of locally agreed priorities, local residents views and alternative opportunities for funding (eg mainstream).  Specific meetings will be arranged to allocate funds.

5. Do all three councillors have to agree the allocation of the Local Community Fund?  What if there is a difference of opinion?

It is recommended that the fund is allocated to the ward on the basis of all three councillors agreeing in order to ensure economies of scale.  

6. Who is responsible for signing off payments of the Local Community Fund?

The Team Leader (Neighbourhood Management Team) will have responsibility for authorising funding within agreed financial accountabilities, once agreed.

7. Who is going to help councillors with the administration of the Local Community Fund?

The support officer is available to support councillors throughout this process, ie to organise estimates of likely costs of schemes where appropriate, complete paperwork and organise payment.   

8. What happens if there is a priority that costs more than £30,000 to deliver?

Alternative solutions will be explored such as mainstream funding, other sources of funding.

9. When does the Local Community Fund come into being?

1 October 2009. Funding not spent during 2009/10 will be rolled forward into 2010/11.

10. Will ward issues/schemes continue to exist?

Yes, ward issues / schemes will continue alongside the Local Community Fund.  The Ward Issues budget will be used to make ward infrastructure improvements that compliment the capital programme and which allow a focus on relatively small interventions that can have a significant impact.  These will continue to be managed in the current way. Ward visits with the Leader, Chief Executive and Directors will continue.  The purpose of these will be to celebrate ward achievement and identify priorities for the future.

11. Will residents be informed about the Local Community Fund?

Yes local people will be informed through Council News. Councillors may also wish to inform local residents through their usual communication channels (ie ward surgeries, residents meetings).  It will be important to manage communication and expectations.  The impact of the Local Community Fund will be celebrated through Council News and Area Forums. 

12. How will the use of the Local Community Fund be monitored?

Area Coordinators and the support officers will monitor progress on schemes, reporting to the Senior Area Team (Lead Director and Support Director) and feedback to local residents through Council News, the Area Forum and any other relevant means.

13. What if we don’t spend the allocation in one year?

Any underspend can be rolled over into next financial year.  This could potentially help with those schemes/projects that cost more than the year’s allocation.  Carry forward will be allowed for one year only (ie into the next financial year. Advance expenditure of future years allocations is not possible.

14. What if this does not work? 

The first 18 months will be a pilot and will be reviewed as to whether and how it should continue for 2011/12.
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