Bridging The Gap: Putting Communities into Sustainable Community Strategies  Tuesday 19th September

65 delegates from county, district and parish councils, and the voluntary & community sector, attended the event at the Canterbury International Study Centre.

Speakers

The conference featured a range of presentations, from a national/regional to local perspective, including:

· Paul Carter - Chairman of the Kent Partnership  - Keynote Speech 

· Jacinta Thorley - South East Rural Community Councils - Bridging: The National & Regional Perspective (including development of a national toolkit)

· Paul James  - Oxfordshire County Council - The West Berkshire Experience (who obtained Beacon Status for their work with parish plans)

· Keith Harrison - Action With Communities in Rural Kent - The Kent Experience (including direction of travel for this agenda in the county)

· Jim Boot - Maidstone Borough Council - The Maidstone Experience (local district case study of embedding parish plans into community planning processes)

All the speakers then participated in an open question and answer session, which also included:

· Suresh Khanna - Bredhurst Parish Council

· Sue Beer - Kent Rural Towns Programme
Copies of the presentations made by all the speakers at the conference will be available on the Action with Communities in Rural Kent website (http://www.ruralkent.org.uk/) and the Rural Towns Programme website (http://www.kent.gov.uk/Community/rural-communities/rural-towns/rural-town-programme.htm).

Feedback from Workshops

Workshop 1: Bridging The Gap - Developing Best Practice In Kent

Chair:

Colin Maclean (Kent County Council)

Experts:
Jacinta Thorley (South East Rural Community Councils)

Keith Harrison (Action with Communities in Rural Kent)

Focus of the Workshop: How does Kent, and those involved in community planning, respond to the challenges of best practice outlined this morning? What does this mean in practice (in terms of the development of toolkits, staff resources and web sites)? This workshop seeks to answer these and other questions in this hands-on workshop.

Starting Point: 311 Parish and Town Councils. Current position is 36 Parish plans completed; 28 underway and 48 have registered an interest. With current resources, full coverage of all 311 would be achieved by 2041.

Keith Harrison
1. 
Good starting point

· SLA between councils and ACRK

2. 
Opportunity to capture best practice

· PC mentoring others

3. 
However Kent has major pressures e.g. rural deprivation and growth areas

Jacinta Thorley:
1. 
Use best practice from elsewhere to save time 

e.g - Some regional networks add capacity and other can help Kent achieve its aims

          - Visit others and learn how to work smarter 

2. 
Toolkit is being finalised and will enable PCs to do it their own way. It will provide Kent with the tool to build up a common picture within Kent and enable comparison with other similar areas.

3. 
Database

Comments and feedback:

· What will be the impact of statutory changes for LSPs?

· Important to clarify the relationships between PPs and LDFs and KCC/regional policy and functions. What will be the future relationship between these and Supplementary Planning Guidance? Will PP provide more than material evidence and evidence of community consultation

· How can we all make better use of resources: funding, time and training/competency? An increase in funding by 300% to support PP development would bring forward the completion of all PPs from 2041 to 2014.

· Some concerns about the title “Parish Plans”. The term “Community Action Plan” is more accurate but recognised that terms are unlikely to change.

· Discussion on the key catalysts for change and improvement:

·   Importance of Members (idea of raising profile through surgeries) and personalities to drive the agenda

·   Use of toolkit and database

·   Role of Kent Association of Parish Councils

·   Resources are important but not the only way to effect change

· Strong emphasis on the importance of the process to achieve the PP. This is the real change by which local communities engage, have meaningful input and own the output/actions of the PP. With high levels of consultation responses (often 90-95%), the process necessarily encourages a range of views, ‘trade-offs’ and consensus-building

· Toolkit is likely to be available after the Local Government White Paper is issued

· In more deprived areas (e.g. Shepway) there is real issue with involving the full range of communities

· Need to be more proactive with sharing and disseminating best practice and success stories

· Recognition of importance of an “external” person to help share best practice and provide a level playing field as a start point for parish planning

· Relationships between parish planning and community development needs further clarity

· Need to consider how the principles of parish planning are applicable to non-parished areas
Workshop 2: Village Design Statements and how they fit within LDFs

Chair:

Mike Gilks (GOSE)

Experts:
Gemma Fitzpatrick (Planning Aid)

Catherine Brady (Kent Downs AONB)
The two workshops had participants from: Parish Councils, District Council members, planners and other organisations.

· Councils across Kent treat VDS’ differently - from those that encourage and support Parishes to complete their VDS to those that discourage. One particular council, noted in both sessions, discouraged their parishes by insisting that a VDS would need to be accompanied by a Sustainable Assessment completed by an appropriate consultant and they would only be accepted from Quality Parishes.

Note: Neither of these requirements is stipulated in the planning regulations or guidance governing LDF’s.

· A VDS if accompanied by a suitable Sustainable Assessment (SA) can be adopted by a council as a Supplementary Planning Document (SPD). A VDS without a Sustainable Assessment cannot be adopted but can be treated with “material consideration” which in itself carries a great deal of weight. This can make a huge difference to whether a village will carry out a VDS, the cost implication (Sustainable Assessments are not cheap) and still give the village the opportunity to feel some control and influence as to development.

· Villages need to ascertain the view of their District Council and the planners therein and get their support through consultation and partnership working. They need to be aware of the Districts relevant policies. A VDS needs to be able to hang on a policy hook if it is to be successfully adopted by a council. 

· Depending at what stage the District LDF has reached, they are likely to be at different stages, the VDS could be treated by the council as part of their Statement of Community Involvement (SCI) and therefore part of the Community Strategy.

Workshop 3: Pleasures and Pitfalls

Chair:

Tony Atkinson (Kent County Council)

Experts:
Sue Beer (Kent Rural Towns Programme)



Suresh Khanna (Bredhurst Parish Council)



Phil Scott (Sandwich STARR)
Objective of Parish Plans/ Town Healthchecks
· Needs to be a living, updateable document (consider loose leaf format) to allow for changed circumstances and priorities

· Documents need to let themes emerge and not be prescriptive from the outcome

· Action Plans must be realistic

Issues of community consultation

· Importance of inclusiveness 

· Use a variety of consultation mechanisms as different people respond in different ways eg meetings, questionnaires, focus groups, (written, verbal)

· Issues that emerge are not always those previously identified by the PC or by single interest groups

· List communities of interest, including unorganised ones such as commuters, and think how best to engage eg telephone survey of businesses, railway station interview questionnaire, parachute into existing meetings

· Aim to get those belonging to single issue groups to engage in wider agendas

· Examples of issues that caught the community imagination: control of flytipping, community woodland, need for a local ‘Bobby’, saving local landmark, clean up, lighting, vandalism

Need to take local people with you
· Important to consider all viewpoints and to reconcile differences: much benefit in bringing disparate groups together; helps all to tune in to the real issues for local people rather than just one group or even the PC

· PC as community tier of governance can raise precept for projects community is signed up for

· Can co-opt extra people onto PC to help communication with, and running of, a local project

Identify key players, especially those responsible for delivery

· Identify local community champions to take a lead

· Some people have several hats and may be widely accepted as community spokespersons 

· Takes hard work but need motivators when energy flags and things go wrong

· Check competence and energies of key players

· Despite resource limitations much can be achieved in partnership

· Build capacity through engagement and task setting 

· Importance of getting the mix of steering group right – those who bring, cash, skills or time – success can be to find new people rather than usual suspects

· Identify who can provide the advice and linkages needed 

· eg.  ACRK (Victoria Lawson) and KRT (Sue Beer)

Team and project management

· Use volunteer time wisely: encourage and not dash enthusiasm

· Make good use of skills

· Give clear responsibilities

· Most projects are more complex than assumed at the outset

· Risk of overloading a few active people

· Projects can soak up activists time so important to make sure worth it

· Don’t miss opportunity for some quick wins before get absorbed in big project

· Do projects in bite-sized chunks but remember to re-consult the community on each specific element of wider action plan

Importance of forward planning and of phasing

· Healthcheck or Parish Plan, action plan and project are separate phases – may need different people and expertise with overall co-ordination

· May need paid co-ordinator to process information gathered

· Beware of ‘big’ issues beyond local capacity to take on or that are divisive (identify those issues that can only be addressed through lobbying) – cannot expect all problems to be solved or all on wish-list to be acted on eg High Street pedestrianisation, new cycleways

· Good implementation requires: agreed priorities, sensible phasing, challenging but achievable targets and realism 

· Must build in long term maintenance needs, costs and responsibilities

Smoothing the way between communities & local authorities/ agencies

· Use A-Z of LA and agencies to identify responsibilities for local services

· Find appropriate and supportive LA officers (eg Community Development Officer), but do not let LA or a single interest group highjack the agenda

· Don’t surprise officers by landing a project on their desk in which they have not been involved – they may not take well to your demands

· Send drafts of Parish Plans/Town Healthchecks before final agreement and printing

· Use local Members to link into their authorities eg KCC Community liaison - £10k per Member plus capital and local scheme grants

· Use councillors wisely – clarify their role in process – DCs can often seek funding where it fits their own priorities and where the community wants it.

Connecting with Sustainable Community Strategies

· Cannot expect LAs to sign up for everything in PP/HC as creates political nervousness over resource and priority issues - but does not mean that will not fully support certain schemes coming out of the exercise

· Arrange meetings with LAs regularly (discover have similar objectives)

· Preferably have a single officer as first port of call in liaison with the LA/ Agency eg District Chief Inspectors in Police - new Neighbourhood Management approach

· Listen to requirements of funders (which can change or money can run out) before bidding for funds – make sure fits with requirements of local community

· Difficulty of fitting in community planning process to timeframe cycle of LA and agency plans and strategies

· if well set up community can often respond quickly

· Read community strategy and include its themes in local consultation: a Parish Plans buzz theme can help to legitimise the community strategy

· It is better to be proactive than reactive

Composite Analysis of Feedback

26 participants completed feedback forms, based on their opinion of the event.

Q1. Overall impressions of the event were very positive - averaging 8/10
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Q2. Most people scored the event 9/10 for style and format, and felt that it was fit for purpose. 

Overall, delegates felt they had a chance to have their say and appreciated cabaret style tables for networking and a more informal feel. A good view of the stage and a clear sound system were also commended.
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Q3. Presentations scored, on average, 8/10. Comments on presentations included: 

· "good spectrum of speakers - from strategic to practical"
· "really useful mix of speakers"


There were only a few comments on a few "heavy" powerpoint slides (bit small to read) and some would have welcomed hearing from a parish example in this section.
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Q4. Workshops scored, on average, 8/10. Comments included:

· "very contrasting styles... very inclusive"
· "good points - raised intelligent debate"
· "not long enough - would have liked to attend all three"
· "especially useful"
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"sharing experiences was worthwhile"
Q5. Feedback comments on the event included:

· "A worthwhile day"

· "Inspiring venue"

· "Valuable"

· "Well done to everyone involved - really useful day"

· "Kept everyone involved and energised"

· "Very impressed overall"

· "Venue - wonderful"

· "I started as a sceptic but left very satisfied!" 
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