
Case Studies
Department of Health: Building Community Capacity 

Wiltshire: Building resilient communities which include disabled and older people as equal citizens:  key elements in a Council-wide strategy

Wiltshire became a unitary authority in April 2009 with an overarching aim of building sustainable and resilient communities through a high level of political decentralisation and a commitment to community empowerment and responsive public services.  More specifically 18 Area Boards were established led by elected members, each with a community forum and an enhanced capacity for local planning.  At the same time, Wiltshire’s approach to transformation in social care has been grounded in corporate commitment to advancing human rights and promoting equality through working in partnership with disabled and older people and local communities.  
This case study reports on the progress to date in integrating these two agendas within a Council-wide strategy for sustainable change.  It highlights examples of ‘win-win’ initiatives which both contribute to better lives for disabled and older people and meet other priorities in sustainable community development:                                                                     
“It is important to enhance equal citizenship and improve the lives of disabled and older people through a mainstream approach which starts from human rights, equality and diversity and then asks how the personalisation of services can enable individuals to have choice and control over their support in order to live their lives as they want.. It’s about having a life, not just a service.”  Angie Carmichael, Chair of the Wiltshire Transformation Board and Independent Disability Equality Activist
Introducing Wiltshire

Wiltshire is a large rural county covering 1,257 miles, with a total population of 452,600, of whom 4% are from a minority ethnic population and there is also a military community of similar size.  Approximately 15% of the population live with a disability/limiting long term illness and there is a growing older generation.  Rurality impacts on all communities, and in terms of the diversity of Wiltshire this has a significant impact: for example its Black and Ethnic Minority groups are small and spread out.  People may not easily access services and the cost of car ownership or public transport can be an issue.

Wiltshire is proud of its history of supporting service user involvement and has been proactive in developing partnerships with organisations of disabled people and the voluntary sector.  In seeking unitary status, a strong case was made for working closely with Wiltshire’s local communities through governance arrangements that would empower local councillors and get more and more people involved and able to influence decisions affecting their lives.  The main rationales for change to this new Council were to increase efficiency, deliver high quality, low cost, customer focused services, to ensure local, open, honest decision-making and to work together to support Wiltshire’s communities.  Through an extensive communications strategy for the unitary Council, there was a very public expression of the political commitment to ensure that the County is one ‘Where Everybody Matters’.
The next challenge for the Council is to move from unitary status to ‘unitary plus’.  Unitary plus is a challenge for the Council to be different and build on what has been achieved so far, transforming services and building better relationships with partner agencies and citizens.  It is about creating a future where public agencies share resources and focus on people’s lives in the round.  The aim is to push to the boundaries of what is possible in changing relationships and cultures.  If successful, the benefits will be huge in terms of improved service performance and in developing a meaningful relationship with citizens:
‘’The Council’s overarching Sustainable Community Strategy expresses the commitment to working together with partners to create stronger and more sustainable communities in which social, economic and environmental issues are addressed in an integrated way during a period of severe restraint on public expenditure… High level objectives in the vision for Wiltshire’s future include closing the equalities gaps which is significant to all the other public authorities, including for example, the NHS.  The importance in all this is to strengthen localism and build and sustain social capital.’’  Andrew Kerr, Chief Executive                                          

Towards community empowerment

In developing local devolution in practice, the Council has invested significantly to make the Area Boards a success.  A dedicated team has been established to support the councillors and the boards.  Powers have been devolved to make decisions locally and funding has been delegated of over £4.5 million over 2 years.  The boards have become a powerful catalyst for partnership working and collaboration by bringing together council officers, public agencies and local people to identify priorities and solve local problems together so that all are then part of the solution.
After 3 rounds of meetings so far, 86 Area Board meetings have been held across Wiltshire taking local democracy out of the Council chamber and into the heart of the local community and 5,547 local people have attended and participated at the meetings; this is an average of 65 people at every meeting.  But where there has been a big local issue many people have come along, for instance, over 160 local people turned out for one meeting in Corsham on proposals for a major traffic management scheme.  But this new way of working is not all about meetings.  The aim is to get more people involved in the decisions that affect them and that means taking consultations out into the community and reaching out to smaller communities of interest.  To date there have been significant and sustained levels of participation in local democracy and the Area Board team is continuing to experiment with new and innovative ways of getting people involved, for example in looking at strategic issues locally.  For example 1,020 people have so far taken part in the Health and Wellbeing Fayres which were supported with mini Joint Strategic Needs Assessments for each community area 

The incentives to stimulate local action are strong, for example, Area Boards have thus far committed £549,000 to support 253 community projects through the community area grants scheme.  This funding has generated an additional £3.1m of external funding, delivering a total community benefit to Wiltshire of £3.6m in the year so far.  Therefore, every £1 spent by the areas boards has levered in £5.60 of external funding.  But it is not all about the money - an amazing diversity of projects have been supported, from arts and allotments to bird keeping and bell ringing and from cricket and climate change to film clubs and playgroups.  This represents a very significant investment in Wiltshire’s social fabric supporting the continued wellbeing of many thousands of local people.

Area Boards are also working hard to sort out local issues.  Not just simple things, but complex issues that cut across service and agency boundaries.  The Council’s unique community issues system was launched in September 2009 and so far 905 sticky issues have been referred to the boards – well over 100 every month.  By bringing together council services, public agencies such as the Police and NHS Wiltshire, Councillors, parish and town councils and the public over 50% of these issues have been resolved and local people are able to track the progress on any outstanding issue which they have raised.  Everyone has an equal right to raise an issue and we are ensuring that everybody is able to exercise this right if they wish.    
Our aim is to promote equality and inclusion in the policy process, partly by providing the conditions for inclusion - for example in practical ways through having excellent chairing skills, no top table, café style meetings, audiovisual support, help in gaining access when required and the use of individual voting handsets.  And partly through investing in discovering what people say they want through various groups and strategies that already exist, such as the Community Area Young People’s Issues Groups, the Older People’s Strategy, the Learning Disability Partnership and Wiltshire People First.  
The target in the Council’s Corporate Plan, is that by 2014, 50% of people within communities will feel they can influence decisions affecting their local area, including a greater number of such responses from people who are currently under-represented in the process.  Increasingly, there is clear evidence of cultural change where the Council is adapting to working in a way that is empowering for local people both individually and collectively.  The Wiltshire Assembly (Local Strategic Partnership) and the Voluntary and Community Sector Assembly also emphasise reducing inequalities and promoting inclusion and influence over decision-making.  In addition, to develop and strengthen the third sector in Wiltshire, the Council set up a new Voluntary and Community Sector (VCS) Support Unit in July 2009.  
Putting People First

‘’Wiltshire’s vision for resilient communities and the work we are all doing together with disabled and older people, partners and communities is the main way to ensure ‘transformation’ in social care.”  Sue Redmond, Corporate Director of Community Services
Wiltshire is developing new ways of working which will put people in control. It will ensure that older people and people with a disability are regarded as equal citizens.  Offering people personal budgets and direct payments is just one way in which people can feel personally and financially independent to make choices about their care and their lives, but this is also dependent on feeling part of a community that acknowledges, supports and understands their needs.  

We are working with service providers to facilitate the changes required to support individuals with personal budgets and with voluntary and user led organisations to ensure that support, information and advice is available universally, so moving away from the idea that the Council holds all the solutions.  We understand that service users and carers are experts because of their experiences and we need to plan and make decisions in partnership with them.  People are having a voice and influence at Area Boards through partnerships, focus groups and forums that are developing. Internally, for example, service users and carers are involved in the Council’s recruitment process, contract reviews, strategy development and policy-making.

To ensure people make informed decisions about their lives and futures we are developing accessible information systems that will offer a wide range of options, both specific to adult care and also wider corporate information about communities.  For this way of thinking and working to be successful, changes in culture and attitude within the organisation need to happen and we are successfully ensuring this through an intensive training programme for all staff in person-centred thinking and working.  We already have evidence that this change is having a positive impact on the lives of people who come to the department for support and the staff working with them.

Making progress locally

“This is a real opportunity for us in Salisbury to come together and tackle the issues which none of us can solve on our own.  I see the Area Board as a catalyst to encourage members of the public, churches, voluntary organisations, Police, Fire, Health and anyone who takes the time to come, to work together to make a lasting difference to our community.”  Councillor Mary Douglas, Chair of the Salisbury Area Board
There are compelling examples of ‘win-win’ initiatives emerging in which disabled and older people are exercising their citizenship and having opportunities and support to live the lives they want.  They are also able to contribute to other local goals within their local communities, such as enhancing sustainability, protecting the environment, strengthening democracy and civic engagement, advancing the local economy and promoting a better life for all.  Examples have involved working in partnership with the NHS, Police and the Fire and Rescue Services and illustrate co-production and user-led initiatives which are innovative and cost effective.
Young disabled people and their carers
A pilot participatory budgeting process held in Salisbury in March 2009 with young people under the age of 24 years who are affected by disability and their carers was implemented through the local Community Area Young People’s Issues Group, Youth Development Services, Councillors, the Police, Health and the Area Board working together.  Proposals were developed for six projects:
· ‘Changes’- £6,000 for a youth worker to run training sessions to help and advise disabled young people on coping strategies where they were suffering abuse and antisocial behaviour from other young people
· Scouts -  £8,000 to complete the fundraising for a new minibus which would attract more disabled/housebound young people by having a wheelchair facility (their previous minibus had been vandalised)
· Club nights, to be known as ‘Go Bananas!’ – £3,000 for a bridging project to help disabled young people have a safe night out and increase their social skills – seek funding in partnership with a church and the neighbourhood policing team
· Exeter House Special School – £6,000 to refurbish a run-down fourteen year old sensory room facility and replace broken equipment for severely disabled young people
· Café – £4,000 for disabled young people to open and run a café which is normally closed on Mondays, thus gaining work experience, social skills and easing their transition to adulthood  
· ‘Time Out’ - £10,000 to help young carers (70% of whom are aged 5 -12 years) with something positive to do away from their caring environment eg swimming lessons, knowing that the person they care for will be looked after in their absence.

Maintaining independence
Eileen (not her real name) is 87 years old and lives an independent life in her own home, she is frail, but can get by without support services.  She lives on a hill and at the top of the hill Wiltshire Council has a grit bin.  When it is icy or when it snows, Eileen’s neighbours rally round and clear her driveway and the surrounding pavement and they put down grit so that she can get about without risking a fall.  Eileen’s neighbours enjoy helping Eileen and this has extended to running her to the shops, picking up prescriptions, keeping her garden tidy and calling in regularly to check if she needs any help.  The Council’s role and financial input is minimal – a grit bin and some salt, but that small cost unlocks social capital that can be quantified in terms of real hard cash.  And, the longer Eileen can continue to live independently with the support of her friends and neighbours the greater the saving for the Council and the NHS.

Eileen’s story is a simple illustration, but it serves to remind us of the importance of spontaneous community networks in making us all feel included and enabling us to live the lives we want.  

As financial pressures bite, so the importance of good neighbours and volunteers will increase.  Wiltshire’s approach seeks to create, maintain and build social capital through a wide range of similar co-production initiatives.  Identifying opportunities for co-production requires a practical understanding of the needs of different people.  Developing this understanding is helped by the joint production of local service data profiles, but it is the local narratives and stories that really bring this to life and gives it practical resonance for local people.  The Area Boards in Wiltshire have been challenged to seek out and document these stories by talking to different community groups in their own places and on their own terms.  These narratives can inform local decision-making, influence resource allocation and build understanding about issues that often remain hidden from public view.  

Intergenerational initiatives to promote well-being
With strong support from their Area Boards, local people are becoming more and more inspired to lead the way.  For example, in Melksham they are designing a community health and well-being initiative linked to building intergenerational relationships as part of the ‘Age No Barrier’ week and as part of the lead-in to the annual Carnival.  The idea is to get the local community together in planning this event in partnerships with a wide range of other public, private and community agencies.  They want to sponsor healthy activities and creative, environmental and learning events for all ages.  They will hold special events on healthy eating, good food and shedding a few kilos which recognise that older and younger people live, work, learn and play side-by-side.  It is also about the whole community challenging and working together to remove the sort of social and age barriers that can do so much harm to community life, but the bottom-line is that it will all be great fun!
Key lessons                                                                      
1. Local government has changed.  There are no longer public services that can be provided unilaterally – delivering effective policy outcomes is a collaborative process.  Collaboration brings challenges, but can deliver tangible advantages and cash savings.  As economic pressure mounts, successful councils will be those that can lead through the power of their collaborative influence 

2. Policy and decision makers can better understand and respond to local needs when these encompass individual narratives and stories.

3. Civic engagement is not a spontaneous phenomenon.  People need to be invited to take part and provided with the resources and help they need to make their voices heard.  We need to understand what motivates engagement and how this can be facilitated.  We must value diversity, respect differences and accommodate minority views – but above all we must listen carefully and respond to what we hear.

4. Building social capital will be vital over the coming years and will depend on seizing opportunities to facilitate the co-production of positive local outcomes.  People are social by nature and readily accept worthwhile volunteer roles.  Local authorities will need to rethink traditional service models and bring co-production and volunteering into the mainstream.
5. We need the right support for people to be able to contribute and the right environment within communities for this to happen.
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01225 858816

Steve Milton

steve.milton@wiltshire.gov.uk
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