CARLISLE CITY COUNCIL POLICY FRAMEWORK
PARTNERSHIP POLICY 2004 - 2006

Introduction 

Working in partnership has become central to the work of modern local authorities.  In practice, local authorities have always worked in partnership to achieve wider strategic objectives.  However, the number and range of partnerships have grown in recent years in response to central requirements and as a result of local responses to particularly challenging issues, for example Foot and Mouth.

Recent legislation affecting local councils has made partnership an explicit requirement of modern local government.  The White Paper “Modernising Local Government: In touch with the people” (DETR, 1998) stated that:

“(…) effective local partnerships are fundamental to the success of the council’s strategic role.”

Subsequently, the Local Government Act 2000 strengthened the powers of local government to work in partnership to achieve community well being.  Part 1 of the Act identified a new role of community leader for local authorities and one of the key elements of this role involves working effectively in partnership. 

In the Audit Commission’s ‘CPA 2005 – the Way Ahead’ (2004) it is clear that District Councils’ partnership working and their effectiveness will be subjected to greater scrutiny in the future. This in turn will affect the overall judgement.

Carlisle City Council’s partnership work was identified as a strength by the Audit Commission in its CPA report of Carlisle.  Since then the Supporting Communities Best Value Review identified a number of issues (see report CE 03/04) which this policy seeks to address.  In particular, the review identified a number of issues that have an impact on the Council’s capacity to engage in partnership work.   

· The Council should be aware of communities’ and other agencies’ sensitivities around partnership issues and ensure that the Council does not dominate partnerships, but rather acts as a facilitator, enabler and co-ordinator.

· The Review Team has recognised that effective succession strategies (rather than exit) is growing ever more pertinent for the City Council.

· The capacity of the Council staff in delivering ‘extra’ services as a result of the Council’s partnership role has to be considered at an early stage and needs to be risk managed and costed accordingly.

· The role of the Council has to considered in terms of the all the other partnership work it is engaged in, to test both the impact and the capacity.

The earlier VFM Performance Review of Partnerships made recommendations in relation to operational requirements but identified issues. The policy seeks to enhance the Council’s community leadership role by recognising partnership working as a key driver of improvement in this area. 

The Council’s Priorities

Carlisle City Council’s ability to achieve the objectives of its Corporate Plan will be enhanced by more effective partnership working.  The Council’s Corporate Plan identifies a number of priorities, under five key promises, which require a high degree of partnership working.  These are attached at Appendix 1.  In total, 13 of the Council’s 21 priorities for the area are unlikely to be achieved if the Council fails to engage effectively in partnership working.

The cross cutting/indirect benefits of partnership working should not be underestimated.  For example, the Council’s work in reducing crime and the fear of crime, through the Crime and Disorder Reduction Partnership can contribute to alleviating deprivation and social exclusion in deprived wards.  Improved
 communication and contact with traditionally excluded groups through these initiatives could have spin-off benefits for community engagement and access to services.  The policy will therefore seek to encourage those officers engaged in partnerships to identify and clearly articulate these opportunities for the benefit of the Council as a whole.   

This policy seeks to identify and realise the full potential of the Council’s investment in partnership working.

Why do we need a partnership policy?

Like many local authorities and public sector organisations, Carlisle City Council has engaged in partnership activity as and when opportunities have arisen. Although in many cases, this has been as a result of a clear and proactive decision, in some cases, it has been more ad hoc and reactive and has lacked an explicit analysis of the potential costs and benefits to ensure that the investment of time and resources will be worthwhile.  Work has already been undertaken as a result of a VFM study undertaken by Internal Audit to set out some guiding principles for engaging in partnership activities to ensure that thorough pre-evaluations are undertaken before commitments to partnership activity are made.

Whilst these guidelines are appropriate and valid, they are not yet well understood or embedded across the Council. The development of this policy seeks to build on these guidelines in order to improve clarity for Members and officers of the Council about if and why partnership activity should be entered into and how the Council should go about it when a decision has been taken to participate. The policy also seeks to ensure that there is transparency in  decision-making, investment and commitment in relation to partnership working  for stakeholder organisations and individuals outside the Council. This is particularly important when the Council needs to consider its role as ‘Accountable Body’

The Council’s Role in Partnership – Community Leadership

Effective partnership working should enhance the Council’s capacity to deliver services to the community.  It can also be an important tool in support of the Council’s community leadership role.

Partnership means working with other public bodies, voluntary and community organisations and business on a range of issues.  As a result of this it offers the Council the opportunity of increasing the level of participation in decision-making, enhancing the capacity of the Council to deliver priority  ?  .  If done properly it widens the opportunities for inclusion and local community governance.

The Council’s involvement in partnerships offers the potential of enhancing the legitimacy of the partnership in terms of accountability and in redressing what is sometimes described as the democratic deficit of partnerships.  The Councils role in filling this gap is important and should, if the proper mechanisms are in place, encourage accountability to the wider community.  Guidance note? offers some useful advice on accountability issues.  One of the main benefits to the Council of its partnership work should be in the better alignment of services to user’s needs ( corporate priority HW1 – “In partnership alleviate deprivation and social exclusion.)  However, sometimes services provided in partnership can be less clearly accountable from a service user perspective.  The Council needs to certain that the activities of the partnership are accountable to members of the partnership, stakeholders, service users and the wider public.  In ensuring that this happens the Council will be fulfilling a key aspect of its community leadership role.

Stakeholders have identified a number of key attributes for the Council that are relevant to this community leadership role in partnership.  Insert from research findings.  It is anticipated that the Council will have a number of different responsibilities depending upon the nature of the partnership with which it is involved.  The Council will seek to ensure that in all its partnership activities that:

· The partnership operates in a professional manner and with honesty and integrity;

· The partnership can demonstrate that it is accessible and inclusive;

· The partnership has strong leadership communicated through a clear vision and plan for action;

· The partnership has the commitment of partner agencies to ensure that the right level of resources are in place;

· The partnership is focused on action with clear aims and objectives, and agreed outcomes and responsibilities for action;

· The partnership is capable of identifying new and innovative solutions.

The Council as an Accountable Body for a partnership

In some partnerships the Council has and does fulfil the role of the accountable body for the partnership.  This means that it   identify here what this means.

In these circumstances, representatives on behalf of the Council are required to:

Insert some of the guidance from the Audit Commission.

What do we mean by “Partnership”?

The VFM Performance Review of Partnerships which reported in July 2003, adopted the following definition of “partnership”:

“A partnership is defined as being when the Council enters into an agreement with one or more organisations, jointly to deliver projects/services which involve a significant investment of, or any combination of, its financial resources (ie. in excess of £30,000); staffing resources, reputation and support services.”

This definition was agreed and adopted by the Council for future use.  However, there may be partnership work in which the Council is involved which falls outside this definition, which should be covered by this policy.  For example, Border Visions and the Learning City initiative. 
For the purposes of this policy The Audit Commission adopted definition of “partnership” will be used:

“(…) a joint working arrangement where the partners:

· Are otherwise independent bodies;

· Agree to co-operate to achieve a common goal;

· Create a new organisational structure or process to achieve this goal, separate from their own organisations;

· Plan and implement a jointly agreed programme, often with joint staff or resources;

· Share relevant information; and

· Pool risks and rewards.”

All activities that fall within this definition will be covered by the policy.

Effective Partnership Working – what are the characteristics?

Partnership working in the public services has become commonplace as more and more agencies work together to tackle complex problems which cannot be resolved by one agency working in isolation.  Despite this increase it is still difficult to assess their contribution to improved quality of life and service delivery.

In support of the policy development in this area a number of positive practice points have been identified which the policy seeks to adopt.  The outcomes of this work,  “Supporting Communities – Positive Practice in Partnership Working” are included at Appendix 1 for the guidance of officers and members who are involved in partnership activity.  A number of publications and web sites are listed in the paper, which offer further guidance and information.  

The Councils’ policy on partnership seeks to focus on what have been identified as the key considerations affecting partnership working from positive practice and on the outcomes of the consultation with stakeholders.  (“Supporting Communities – Stakeholder Survey” is included as Appendix 2 of the policy.)  

The policy details the Council’s approach to partnership working in terms of:

· Deciding if and when to go into partnership;
· Establishing and formalising partnerships;
· Running and sustaining partnerships; 
· Evaluating partnerships performance and effectiveness; and
· Developing succession strategies and mainstreaming activities.
Deciding if and when to go into partnership
A recent review of the Council’s partnership register identifies 39 high level partnerships, which have significant resource implications for the Council.  Given that in the Learning City Partnership there are over 150 partners and that the partner database lists some 90 organisations and agencies, the cost of partnership to local agencies will be large.

There is no simple route towards building an effective partnership and making it work, but given the number locally and the cost implications it is important that we are making the most of them.  Too many partnerships in an area will mean that even the most successful of these will achieve less than the potential if people and resources are being too thinly spread.  

A thorough pre-evaluation of new partnership proposals is more likely to create the right conditions for successful partnership working, avoid duplication and the creation of inappropriate partnership arrangements.

“(…) partnerships should be formed to deal with challenging long–term issues that require the involvement of multiple organisations, who really do need to work as a team to develop complex and innovative solutions.”
  

A thorough pre-evaluation is, therefore, required before any new partnerships are entered into.  This evaluation should consider:

· The role and function of the partnership.  Most successful partnerships have a clear and shared vision.  Without this the partnership is unlikely to deliver.  Once a shared vision is established and agreed it is easier to identify who should be involved, what action is needed and how success will be measured.

· The resources that are likely to be in the control of the partnership.

· The measures of success.

· The opportunities for engagement with stakeholders and the community.

· Governance arrangements (the standards and procedures for decision-making and financial probity).

· An assessment of the risk involved.

A pre-evaluation framework and guidance notes have been developed (Appendix 3) which will assist officers and members with the pre-evaluation.  These guidance notes are referred to throughout the policy where relevant.  

The framework requires a response to the following questions:

· Are there clearly defined outcomes and objectives for the proposed partnership?

· Do the objectives contribute to the completion of corporate objectives or community plan (City Vision) objectives?

· Does the proposed partnership demonstrate added value to individual organisations acting separately?

· Does the proposed partnership duplicate existing activity?

· Is there a better way of achieving the objectives?

· Are resources available to support the partnerships objectives?

The completion of this evaluation should be documented.  (A format for this documentation and reporting will be developed in liaison with Business Unit Heads).  

If, after the completion of the pre-evaluation, the decision is to proceed with the new partnership and it involves significant investment (in excess of £30,000) then the provisions of the existing partnership registration process should be followed.  (The Partnership Checklist, Risk Assessment and Guidelines are documents already in use and are attached as Appendix 4 of the policy.)

Where the partnership does not involve Council resources in excess of £30,000 then the partnership will need to follow less formal registration and monitoring arrangements.  (Guidance will need to developed to ensure with compliance by each Business Unit).

Establishing and formalising partnerships 

“Effective partnerships recognise that a firm foundation is critical and spend time getting to know each other – understanding each other’s aims, aspirations and constraints – and building relationships.”

There isn’t one simple approach to establishing a successful partnership, but time spent at this early stage in getting the basics right will be well spent.  Whilst a formal pre-partnership agreement may seem inappropriate for all partnerships it is clear that there should be consideration and documentation of the following issues:

· The purpose of the partnership;

· The rules of engagement and structure of the partnership;

· Negotiable and non-negotiable issues;

· An initial risk assessment;

· The anticipated benefits of the partnership’s work;

· A measurable declaration of each of the partners’ intentions;

· Identification of who is to attend and manage the day to day engagement with the partnership;

· Identification of the time and resources available;

· Identification of performance management measures and reporting routes including how decisions will be made by the partnership; and 

· How disputes within the partnership will be handled.

Officers and members participating in partnerships on the Council’s behalf are encouraged to consider and discuss these issues outside the partnership with their line manager (in the case of officers) or Business Unit Head (in the case of members).  In addition they should conside:

· Potential personal liability and areas of potential risk for the Council;

· Managing conflicts within the partnership and conflicts of interest and their declaration;

· Training requirements;

· Communication of information between the Council and the partnership.

Guidance note ‘X’ will help with this and should be used as an aide memoire.

Business Unit Heads are required to document these discussions, so that there is a clear and transparent trail of decision-making in relation to each partnership with which the Council is involved.

At this stage the partnership should be considering how potential stakeholders can contribute in ways which are relevant to them and the partnership.  This is an important consideration for the Council because ensuring that partnerships are inclusive will support the Council’s community leadership role and will ultimately benefit the partnership’s relationship with stakeholders and the wider community.

The Council’s role here will be to ensure that the partnership:

· Regularly consults and provides information about the partnership’s vision and activities;

· Actively involves representatives form stakeholder groups in its decision-making;

· Is clear about why it is seeking to engage stakeholders, and 

· Is clear about how it will engage.

Running and sustaining partnerships

Setting up the partnership is only the star, running and sustaining an effective partnership will need constant attention.  Co-ordinating the activities of a large number of organisations with different responsibilities, outlooks and ways of doing things as well as finding solutions to complex problems can be particularly challenging.

Officers and members participating on behalf of the Council should ensure that the partnership considers the following issues, which will help ensure that the partnership remains focussed on delivery:

· How to maintain partners’ commitment and involvement;

· Getting things done;

· Making good use of partnership resources;

· Building trust between partners; and keeping focussed on outcomes.

Renewal.net have a number of toolkits that look at these aspects of partnership working.  These are available on http://www.renewal.net/ or from the Policy and Performance Team.  Of particular relevance are:

· How to establish responsibilities and structures;

· How to behave properly;

· How to respect difference;

· Open partnerships; and

· Communication and publicity.

Evaluating partnership performance and effectiveness

Carlisle City Council is seeking through this policy to demonstrate that its partnership activity is both effective and enhancing capacity.

“Partnerships with clearly defined and shared aims and objectives underpinned by milestones and SMART (specific, measurable, achievable, realistic and time-bound) targets are more easily evaluated and their added value can be more clearly identified”.

Whilst it may be difficult, all partnerships in which the Council is involved must look for ways of measuring their success.  

Research by the Audit Commission highlights the importance of clear indicators for measuring success.  However, they also highlight that:

“(…) many partnerships develop a strategy only for it to flounder on the rocks of baseline indicators, milestones, targets and performance monitoring.”

The key is ‘relevant indicators.  Guidance note ‘x’ of the policy is useful here.  The Council should seek to ensure that every partnership in which it is involved develops specific indicators relevant to the partnership and its area of work.  This is dependant upon the identification and agreement of a shared purpose.

In addition, the partnership needs to build time for reflection, self-evaluation and re-definition of objectives if needed.  A five minute review of existing partnerships is attached to Guidance Note ‘x’.  Key considerations in any review should include:

Insert from page 7 of Karen’s paper on positive practice.

A key attribute of the Council’s partnership role as identified by stakeholders was to ensure that partnerships are action orientated.  Appropriate measurement and evaluation of outcomes will ensure that the partnership continues to be focused on aims, objectives and action.

Evaluation and measurement should relate to the partnership’s objectives and cannot, therefore be prescribed by this policy.  However, it is expected that those partnerships that have input from the Council should think about appropriate measures at the outset.  Whatever, review framework is chosen it should cover both the outcomes of the partnership’s work and the operation of the partnership itself.  See guidance note ‘x’.

Developing succession/exit strategies and mainstreaming partnership activities

Forward thinking organisations plan ahead for when the work of the partnership has been completed.  It is important that this is considered earlier rather than later.

Officers and members involved on behalf of the Council should encourage the partnership to:

· Think about when its work is completed and how the lessons of that work will be handed over;

· Seek partners’ commitment to commit to an alternative means of maintaining the benefits of partnership working;

· Continuation where exit is not appropriate; and

· Consider how the financial commitments of the partnership will be handled and who will become responsible.

It may help for succession and exit to be considered as part of the regular review of the partnership and could focus on:

· Whether the partnership should continue and for how long;

· Which activities could be incorporated into partners’ mainstream activities; and 

· What changes might be needed to the partnership’s objectives and timetable in the light of this.

Where following the regular internal review of partnerships, a partnership no longer meets the Council’s objectives and withdrawal is being considered then handover and continuity issues need to be considered by the officer responsible and the Business Unit Head.  It is suggested that a risk assessment of the possible withdrawal is carried out before any decision is made.

Learning the lessons of partnership work can benefit partner organisations in their mainstream areas of operations by:

· Better aligning services to users’ needs;

· Making better use of resources;

· Stimulating innovative approaches; and 

· Influencing the behaviour of partners or other third parties in ways which none of the partners could achieve on their own.

Partnerships should ensure that these types of benefits are recorded.
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�Suggest another example is inserted here – Post-16 group that Deputy Leader chairs – which is an e.g. of positive practice?





