Area Boards Evaluation
participation, public involvement and deliberative democracy
By: Jane Vaughan
1. Introduction:
This paper is informed by the observations of Project Managers involved in the implementation of the Pilot phase of Area Boards in Wiltshire. It focuses upon participation and public involvement in the Area Boards process and also upon notions of deliberative democracy.It considers the activity of Community Area Managers (CAMS), Community development initiatives and the potential of joined up working between different organisations and groups in enabling and sustaining community engagement. It also looks at methods that might be employed to ensure that diverse voices are heard and all sections of the community are given opportunities to become actively involved. 

2. What we tested during the pilot phase:
During the pilot phase Project Managers have tested out and started to adopt more innovative ways of working and styles of engagement (e.g. video, community shops, issues books, theatre, participatory budgeting, street democracy, etc.). These have, to a greater extent received positive feedback and have shown signs of increased participation.  In addition to Area Board meetings, many Project Managers have facilitated larger community events, visioning days, state of the area debates, etc.
 
3. Outcomes: areas of consensus
· Area Board meetings are important because they demonstrate the commitment of the new council to devolve decision making to the locality but they should be viewed as part of a wider community engagement and community building agenda.
· Area Board meetings work best when they are organised in an inclusive, welcoming and informal style and where they provide opportunities for local people to discuss issues together and with their elected representatives.

· Participative and consultative processes need to be further joined-up to minimise the risk of consultation overload.

· Participative experiments have been mainly successful and provided many beneficial outcomes – improved networking, collaboration profile raising and awareness and a stronger sense of community cohesion.
· The way that agendas are set and issues raised can be exclusionary.  A simple and accessible process for submitting issues to the Board will help to overcome this problem as will more effective issue scoping – assessing and including local and expert views on an issue before it is considered (including the views of those most affected by a decision and those who are traditionally more difficult to engage).   

· Good communications is central to effective participation.  Informal newsletter style versions of the minutes have proved popular.  Making good use of email and web-based communications is also effective.

· Area Boards must deliver some early ‘quick wins’ to demonstrate the commitment to this new way of working and to win the support of local people. 
· WREC has a role in enabling CAMs and Area Boards to reach marginalised and minority groups but strong links needs to be established with community leaders and support groups.
· Communication and consultation materials must be appropriate to maximise inclusion and ensure everyone is encouraged and able to express their views - including advice about the provision of information in plain language, large print, Braille, community languages, etc. 
· It is important to recognise that the needs of groups not traditionally identified as being ‘hard to reach’ also need careful consideration when organising consultation and engagement activities – people with young families, carers, shift workers, those without easy access to transport, etc.
· Ensuring minority views can be heard and finding alternative ways to listen. This includes the creative planning and promotion of agendas and styles of meetings with strong Chairs who recognise the need to ensure that meetings are inclusive and that, when they are there, the voices of the Community are heard.
· It should be emphasised that people don’t necessarily need to attend a meeting to be involved. The processes that support the Area Boards should ensure that a wide range of voices are heard.   This can include written consultation, deliberative opinion polling, video diaries, vox pops, issues books and participatory budgeting.  It can also involve workshops and task groups that engage local people in other places – work places, meeting venues, shopping malls, etc. 
· The CAM has a key role in ensuring that marginalised groups are heard at the Area Board but everyone involved must take responsibility. The CAM must work with E&D colleagues, WREC and other advocates to develop and facilitate new ways to engage with diverse voices.
· Developing the capacity of communities to engage with the Area Boards in a meaningful and deliberative manner will take time - developing awareness will not happen overnight and will be reliant upon reversing dominant public suspicions and sceptical attitudes towards ‘councils’. In attempting to address this, the role of the CAM will extend far beyond running meetings and must include the identification of a wide range of methods of engagement in order to avoid excluding anyone in the community from having and from knowing that they have the opportunity to participate. This will require persistent and determined action and a positive approach which must be applied in a consistent approach across the County.
· CAMs will need to:

· forge links with Community groups, organisations, partners and individuals across the Community Area and also with the CAP and internal service providers.
· Raise their own profile and that of the Area Board so that both can become widely recognised.
· Make sure that they know what’s going on in the Community.
· Build greater understanding with and between key partners and their organisations. 

· Develop good working relationships with Democratic Services and Communications Teams. 
· Access to disaggregated multi-agency service  data and demographic profiles

· Establish to establish good contacts for more marginalised groups, including community leaders, support workers and groups.
· Implement a Community Area communications strategy, utilising the Community Area Network (see Communications Paper).
· Take an active part in Wiltshire Council initiatives like Road shows and the Wiltshire Assembly.
· Bring people/organisations together to form project groups or in ‘round-tables’ to identify solutions to local problems.  

· Encourage these groups to apply participative and deliberative approaches.
· Encourage and develop the Community Leadership role of Members.

The Community Area Boards Managers will need to work together to:
· Develop a range of innovative participation mechanisms including issues books, webcasting, social networks, video diaries, participatory budgeting, deliberative polling, priority trade-off, local juries, random sample polling and cross-county discussions, etc.

· Build capacity, awareness and confidence within the Community to participate in such approaches.

· Assist members to develop a local leadership role, sensitive to diversity and committed to new methods of engagement. 
· Develop a simple process by which individuals, organisations and partners can refer matters to the Boards.  Following receipt of such issues the CAM should engage with those affected by the matter, including partner agencies, parish councils, local ward members and service managers to provide further input before submission to the Board.   A log of all issues dealt with in this way should be published.
· Encourage ‘quick win’ projects alongside long term schemes, in order to nurture community confidence in the possibilities of engaging with the Board.
· Ensure that information and communication is accessible to everyone in the Community. (Plain English, translation service, large print etc.)

· Develop a feedback process to ensure that the participants can see that their involvement was worthwhile.

· Publicise positive results, achievements and outcomes. Don’t ignore negative results – feedback reasons for them and promote the idea that, being involved in addressing issues and identifying meaningful and realistic solutions also involves overcoming obstacles.

In order to prevent consultation overload more ‘joined up’ working needs to be undertaken:

· Publish and promote a forward work programme for the Area Boards in plenty of time to encourage participation.
· Hold events alongside existing community activity (Fetes, Carnivals, festivals, etc.) and other partnership activity. 
· Develop joint community consultation activities and information sharing protocols to ensure that duplication and consultation overload is  minimised. 
· Include partners news in the Area Newsletter and publicity and vice versa

· Strategic commitment at the highest level is essential to drive joined up working by services in the locality.

· Encourage partners to undertake consultation and engagement work through the Area Board and CAPs, where the CAMs can provide support and assistance. 
In addition, in order to raise the profile of the Community Partnership/Plan and so encourage local groups to engage in the community planning process:

· The Area Board grant funding criteria should link to the Community Plan

· Front line Services should commit to provide a formal response to the Community Plan

· Partners should be encouraged to provide a formal response to the Community Plan

Ultimately the process must always be innovative, flexible and open to change in response to new or emerging obstacles to participation and public involvement.  No matter how inclusive the process appears, time must always be set aside to stand back and ask ‘Who’s not here?’ and ‘Why haven’t they been involved?

4. Recommendations:
a) That Area Boards, councillors and CAMS seek to develop and implement innovative participative and deliberative approaches to community governance along the lines set out in this paper and that resources be made available over time to ensure that this new approach continues to be developed and strengthened further.
b) That the council’s strategic management teams at director and service head level be requested to promote and progress the new participative and deliberative styles of working adopted by the Area Boards.
c) That a forward plan of Area Board meetings is published and promoted as means of maximising public participation and engagement.
d) That the Area Boards Team be asked to develop a meaningful set of performance indicators for the new community governance arrangements against which effectiveness may be assessed by the Council.
Quotes:


‘Community engagement is so much more than just bums on seats’

‘Board meetings in my area seem to have been dominated by white middle-aged males’

‘Area Board meetings must be kept interesting and not become too formal again’

‘Remember to thank the volunteers!’

‘The issue for them was not that they didn’t want to engage with the Area Board, it was that they didn’t know they were allowed to engage.’

‘Good decisions take into account the views of those likely to be affected.’
‘We have to go careful to avoid devising solutions for people without asking them what they want.’
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