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COMMUNITY ENCAGEMENT
Neighbourhood Forum System

6.159 The present Neighbourhood Forum system was introduced alongside the Local
Committees in the mid-1990s and has been expanded and modified in several ways over
the years since. Our consultations with the parish councils, and the range of personal
testimonies we have received have indicated that the system is meeting an identifiable
community engagement role (see paragraph 5.46). The forum events are reported as
worthwhile points of contact between local communities and County Councillors and as
aroute of information provision to the community. They are seen as a source of funding
for small local projects, since they disperse county council grantsi*®® and in some cases
district council funding!¥t.

6.160 Telephone survey data indicated that public awareness of Neighbourhood
Forums was reascnably high at 62%, but there was much less evidence that they were
seen as acting as an effective route for the public to express its views about public

) services. In fact our own inquiries found that the Neighbourhood Forum system has
lacked effective ways of channelling information back into CCC’s policy development
and decision-making processes, so ‘that even where public opinion is gathered the
impact is likely to be small. This, in effect, parallels the situation we have described for
the Local Committee system.

6.161 Finally, whilst successful in attracting a balanced age range of attendees,
including both young and old, Neighbourhood Forums provide a relatively narrow
window for exchange of views between CCC and Cumbria’s citizens. Figures for the
period May 2005 to September 2005 supplied by the Community Unit showed that the
125 Neighbourhood Forum events held attracted 3,198 people - an average of 26 per
meeting.

6.162 This implics that on an annualised basis the system might attract 9,000 - 10,000
people, some of whom would be repeat attendees. Looked at from the standpoint of
outward communication this group is small, 1-2% of the population, but envisaged as a
well informed focus group of ‘engaged citizens’ it could represent a very useful aid in
assessing public views on key issues.

6.163 We recommend that the Neighbourhood Forum system be internally reviewed
and the concept, system and activities revised and ‘refreshed’ (recommendation 20).
Specifically we uld highlight the following points which we think should be
addressed to improve the public visibility of Neighbourhood Forums and their
democratic value-for-money.

- At present there is no uniform branding of Neighbourhood Forums; each area
determines its own approach to advertising, promotion, presentational material,
and style of meeting. This should be changed to establish a clear single ‘brand’

199 We understand that technically it is the County Council’s Officer who attends the Neighbourhood Forum
who approves the award of grant although to common perception it is ‘Neighbourhood Forum’ money that
is being dispensed

191 This is the case i

le, where there is an active Neighbourhood Forum system, with which the City
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1. The Council resolved to more actively participate in Neighbourhood Forums at the start of the 2005/6 Municipal year.   After a year of operating the joint Forums it is an opportune time to review the effectiveness from a community and a Council perspective.   This review will be jointly undertaken with the County Council.

Interim Review

2. An interim review was undertaken in December/January when City Councillors were asked for feedback.   A summary of the responses is included in Appendix A with the main findings being:

· The response level from Members was disappointing and it is difficult to assess if this was apathy or lack of engagement

· City Councillors do attend the Forum on a fairly regular basis although many feel like “second class citizens”.   Obviously this varies across the area with some very positive and some quite negative views.   Many appear to want to be more engaged and there were a number of interesting proposals to make their role and the Forums more effective.

· Perhaps it is too early to assess the community impact of the joint Forums.   However attendance figures do not appear to have increased.

· Half of those who responded felt that they had no/minimal support from Council Officers

· Generally those Officers who responded felt positive about being involved although some considered that they did not know enough of the detailed issues to allow them to take a more active role.

· There were a number of concerns about how grants were allocated, both the process and lack of clear strategy/priorities.   Some felt people only attended to support grant applications and as such it is difficult to gauge how representative these are of the community as a whole

· No clear views on if this had improved joint working.   Again perhaps it is too early to judge and other issues may influence views.

3. It is clear that there is a great deal of support for the principle of joint Forums and some interim actions have been taken to address some of the problem areas identified by Members.   The Council does not have dedicated resources to allocate to this function, with the current administrative aspects for Forum meetings being undertaken by the County Council.   Lead Officers have been clarified for each of the Forums and these roles have been clarified and notified to Members.   Pro-forma’s have also been provided to enable the City Council to promptly respond to issues raised at meetings.   It should be emphasised that there is an onus on the Lead Officer/Ward Members to adopt a more prominent role prior to and at Forum meetings.

A copy of these details are included as Appendix B.

4. Several other issues emerged which will need to be considered as part of any future review:-

I. The allocation of grants needs to be analysed and reviewed, with perhaps awards being directed to corporate priorities of both Authorities

II. The current role and format of the Neighbourhood Forums needs to be recognised.   This provides an opportunity to inform attendees, provide a limited scope for consultation and enable Council representatives to gain a better understanding of local issues/strength of views.   They do not generally encourage joint decision making, build capacity in the community or support joint working in the community

III. In some instances it may be important to challenge how representative of the community those attending are – and if not how this can be achieved

The O/S Committee may wish to give some consideration to these issues.

Context/Emerging Issues

5. The recent organisational review within the City Council resulted in the majority of public services within the Community Services Directorate, together with the responsibility for Neighbourhood Forums.   This is a positive move which provides scope to link the integrated Area Teams more closely to the Forums.   Indeed it provides the opportunity to review and perhaps re-align some of the functions within the Community Development Team.   Similarly arrangements to improve the local environmental quality – a major priority in communities – through removal of ‘Grot Spots’, Ward visits and Small Scale Community Projects can be linked to Neighbourhood Forums.

6. The County Council recently commissioned a report by a Local Democracy Commission and an extract from this is included as Appendix C.   One of the recommendations, accepted by the County Council, was that the Neighbourhood Forum system be reviewed.   The respective Chief Executives have agreed that Carlisle will be included in that process for this area.

7. Area renewal/regeneration is a key objective of Carlisle Renaissance and consideration is currently being given to the role of Neighbourhood Forums in this process.    One Forum, Denton Holme, has already launched an initiative to develop such a plan (similar to a Parish Plan in rural areas) and this may provide some ‘learning’ for others.   It is clear from this that it has been resource intensive and some prioritisation may be necessary.

Summary

8. This report provides some feedback on an interim review of joint Neighbourhood Forums and identifies the subsequent actions which have been taken.   Other issues are identified and the wider perspective summarised.   The views of the Committee are welcomed which could be used to help shape the joint review and way forward.

Recommendation

9. It is RECOMMENDED that the actions taken from an interim review of Neighbourhood Forums are noted and that the Community O/S Committee contribute views on the way forward.

M BATTERSBY

DIRECTOR OF COMMUNITY SERVICES

Appendix A

Member Survey of Neighbourhood Forums

Responses:

Consecutive

9




Labour

6




Lib Dem

3




Independent

1






        ____

19 -  37% response rate

Of these, 2 were City/County Councillors

Question 1 – Do you attend?

90% attend on a fairly regular basis.

Question 2 – Sufficiently engaged preparation & management?

37% feel sufficiently involved or as much as they wish

(26% if you discount dual members)

2 City Members have chaired Forum Meetings

Question 3 – Ideas for more effective Forums?

· More publicity   (x4)

· Area teams to attend  (x2)

· Diaries better to co-ordinated

· Specific ideas for improvement of grant distribution      

· More relevant issues of community interest (local) x 2

· Better co-ordination of issues from other Forums

· More public participation

· Waste good

· Move around areas

· Less domination/control from County

· Neighbourhood Action Plans

· Rotate Chair

· Invite local groups

· Ensure nominated reps. turn up

Question 4 – Community feedback on joint working?

· Too early to tell – majority response

· No increase in attendance

Question 5 – Level of support from Council Staff?

Approx.  50% had no/minimal support

Approx.  25% happy with level of support

Question 6 – How could City engagement be improved?

· Greater role for Comms Team

· Not made to feel like 2nd class citizens   x3

· Needs to be more proactive

Question 7 – Better Joint Working?

Yes -  6

No   -  7

Too early/no difference – 6

Appendix B

Neighbourhood Forum

Carlisle City Council Representation

Forum
Officer




Belah
Angela Brown

Denton Holme
Mike Battersby

Longtown & Bewcastle
Alan Eales

Dalston & Cummersdale
David Atkinson

St Aidan’s
Catherine Elliot

Stanwix Urban
Jason Gooding

Yewdale
Les Tickner

Belle Vue
Mark Beveridge

Castle
Ian McNichol

Morton
John Egan

Harraby
Gordon Nicolson

Botcherby
John Nutley

Wetheral & Stanwix Rural
Peter Mason

Brampton & District
David Williams

Currock
Rob Burns

Upperby
Ian Dixon

*  Note that the Chief Executive will attend Forum meetings to deal with specific issues/monitor effectiveness

NEIGHBOURHOOD FORUM – CITY COUNCIL LEAD OFFICER

ROLES & ACTIONS

1. Liaise with County colleagues and the City Council Ward Members to agree dates of Forum meetings.

2. Liaise with County colleagues and City Council Ward Members to agree the agenda for meetings.   It is important to try and identify key agenda issues which are likely to have a specific interest for that community or the City generally.

3. Ensure City Council Ward Members are briefed on the agenda and have the opportunity to attend any briefing meetings.

4. It is unlikely that Lead Officers will have detailed knowledge of detailed issues related to the city Council in the Forum areas.   More operational staff should be consulted or invited to attend for any specific issues i.e. Area Team representative.

5. The Lead Officer should complete the existing pro-forma (copy attached) which picks up actions for the City Council from these meetings and to ensure that the relevant actions happen.

If the Lead Officer can not attend a Forum meeting then it is up to them to organise a substitute

Neighbourhood Forum Action Form

Key Points:

1. The form is ‘owned’ by the Officer responsible for that particular neighbourhood forum

2. It should be used to make a note of issues raised in the meeting which are relevant to the business of Carlisle City Council and that require some form of action or investigation

3. The ‘owner’ of the form should ensure that the issues are raised with the relevant business unit head, who will agree to take action and report back on progress by the deadline – which should be in advance of the next meeting.  Interim progress reports may be necessary, but the ‘owner’ should report on progress at every meeting until the issue’s conclusion.  That means that some actions might be ‘carried forward’ to subsequent forms.

4. Feedback on the actions raised should form part of the agenda of the subsequent meeting (will need to speak to County Council on this one).  This will ensure that Carlisle City Council action is visible to the community.

Neighbourhood Forum Action Form

Neighbourhood Forum 
………………………………………………………………………………………………………….

Date of Meeting

………………………………………………………………………………………………………….

City Council Officer in attendance
………………………………………………………………………………………….

City Council Members in attendance
………………………………………………………………………………………….







………………………………………………………………………………………….







………………………………………………………………………………………….

City Council- Relevant Issues raised:

Issue – Brief Details


Action Required
Trnsfrd to:
Deadline
Actions Taken
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[image: image2.jpg]identity and to introduce best practice approaches in the ways that the meetings
are conducted.

- Meetings should be planned and undertaken according to a structured
programme, across service areas and/or the county. This should focus on key
issues and developments or emerging policies, and give opportunity for
presentation, debate and the emergence of a view or views. The programme and
format of meetings should be designed not only to inform citizens but to gather
their responses.

- Formal written reports, based on the analyses of sets of forum meetings, should
be submitted via the Area Boards to the Cabinet and elsewhere in CCC’s system,
as appropriate. They should be written in a way that will inform policy
development and decision making.

- Present meetings often focus heavily on the award of grants. Whilst this raises
local awareness of the activities of local clubs and other groups, and provides a
basis for community engagement, it offers a low-value return for CCC's
investment of staff and other resources. This element of the meetings requires to
be radically reconsidered, with the presumption that there will be a change in
approach (see below).

- Forum meetings, as presently conceived, do not make best use of the parish
council structures for dissemination of information and for gaining an
understanding of the needs of local areas: parish councillors do attend Forum
meetings but ‘Briefing Forums’ for groups of parish council representatives
would be a much more cost-effective method of disseminating policy and
community development information and of consulting on policy and service
proposals.

Community Development and Needs

6.164 Overall, we have some reservations about the present arrangements for
neighbourhood development work undertaken by CCC’s Community Unit. We have no
doubt that the unit consists of able, well motivated and hard-working personnel and
that their programmes of work deliver some well-appreciated benefits to local groups
and communities in Cumbria.

6.165 Nonetheless, we could detect little evidence of strategic targeting or prioritisation
in the projects being supported and we have a concern that that the programme is being
determined by officer self-selection rather than CCC policy objectives or properly
evaluated prioritisation of local needs.

6.166 This problem appears to have been recognised internally, and the Community
Unit’s recent publication Local Matters: A Framework for Community Engagement's? sets out
a robust framework within which community engagement projects should be initiated
and undertaken. We recommend that the framework for community engagement set
out in Local Matters: A Framework for Community Engagement is fully implemented
and that a formal system is introduced whereby community engagement initiatives
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