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Report prepared by Colm Bradley, Community Technical Aid

with additional input from 

James Edgar of the North Belfast Partnership
The opinions expressed in this report represent the viewpoints of the workshop participants, and are not necessarily those of the authors or that of 

North Belfast Partnership.

1.
Introduction 

This is the report of a workshop held to discuss the impact on the community and voluntary sector of the Review of Public Administration (RPA).  This was a follow-up to a seminar held on 22 March 2006.  The workshop and seminar were both organised by the North Belfast Partnership, in association with the West Belfast Partnership and the Greater Shankill Partnership.  The workshop was facilitated by Colm Bradley of Community Technical Aid (CTA).  CTA is a voluntary organisation, which provides community planning, architectural, and project development services for community and voluntary groups and facilitates community consultation on planning issues.

2.
Workshop Objectives 

The objectives of the workshop were proposed by Colm Bradley and agreed by participants:

· To help prepare the community sector representatives for the introduction of Community Planning by:

· looking at some Scottish examples of Community Planning;

· identifying lessons of Partnership working; and

· looking at what we know about working with Belfast City Council.  

Following introductions, during which participants explained what they wanted to get from the workshop and what their role in the community is, Colm Bradley answered questions about community planning within the context of the Review of Public Administration.

3.
Community Planning

Colm Bradley explained that the important features of community planning as proposed by the Review of Public Administration included:

· Community Planning will be on a legislative framework, based on the model implemented in Scotland (unlike other jurisdictions);

· The new Councils will co-ordinate the community planning process;

· Other agencies will be required by the legislation to co-operate in both preparing and implementing the community plans;

· It will be a partnership process and Government Ministers have said the community and voluntary sectors will play a full role;

· The community plans will aim to co-ordinate public services planning provision for each of the new Council areas;

· The community plans will establish priorities for service provision;

A question and answer session followed during which participants sought more information and commented on the potential and challenges of community planning (particularly during the transition to it).  Participants then worked in three groups to:

· examine examples of community plans from Scotland and compare them with strategies and plans in Belfast;

· identify the obstacles to working in partnerships, also what works well and what has been learned; and 

· compare the working relationships with Belfast City Council with experiences of working with other agencies, and more specifically what works well with the former.  

4.
Examination of the Scottish Examples of Community Planning

4.1 What are the similarities with experiences of ‘community planning’ in

Belfast?

· Visions, strategic objectives, thematic actions.

· Integrated service plan or framework.;

· Consultation based approach to community planning.

· Some participants commented that the Dundee plans were somewhat similar to Neighbourhood Renewal Vision Frameworks.

4.2
What are the differences?

· Council led – accountability and access to wide range of resources;

· High level of commitment by all partners;

· Good communications strategy – the use of Newsletters to keep the local community informed was considered to be an example of best practice;

· Better level of resourcing for the implementation of the plan;

· Glasgow Community Plan has a ‘Social Justice Milestones’ section

· With specific targets which are challenging;

· It was noted that Councils in Northern Ireland will not have direct control of health, housing, or education - how will the Councils engage with the delivery bodies of these key public services?

· Different political situation here.

· How will Belfast City Council maintain ‘shared future’ priorities?

· Shared Council - v- Green/Orange Council;

· Some concerns about a return to a ‘sectarian’ Council (?)

There was some debate about how the Scottish Plans (or Belfast City Council in the future) focus in on specific areas of need.  In Belfast that would require a linkage to the policy of 'Targeting Social Needs'.  

4.3
What aspects would we want to keep and use?

· Need to take into consideration our divided communities;

· Keep the positive actions and language of the Scottish Plans.

5.
Lessons from Partnership Working

5.1
Which Partnerships have we experience of?

The following are some of the Partnerships listed by the three workshop groups: 

	
	· Community Empowerment Partnerships
	· Belfast Local Strategy Partnership

	
	· Employers’ Forum
	· Health Action Zones

	
	· Neighbourhood Renewal Partnerships
	· Community Forums

	
	· North & West Health & Social Services Trust
	· Church / Community Partnerships

	
	· Springvale Community Outreach Initiative (SCOI)
	· Area Partnerships


5.2
What works about Partnerships?

· Sharing of information, learning and viewpoints of other stakeholders;

· Sharing of resources;

· A forum for community leadership / champions / commitment;

· Encourages community engagement / individual engagement;

· Allows for networking and interpersonal relationships to be formed;

· Allows for collective action by high performing Partnerships;

· Explicit objectives / targets can be agreed.

5.3
What are the obstacles?

· Power games - not having shared agenda / objectives;

· Political divisions in some cases, often reflecting inter-community tensions in some parts of Belfast;

· Blame games - problems of accountability;

· Short–term funding - groups within a Partnership competing for resources;

· Exclusion of some groups.  Is the Partnership fully representative of the community and various interests?

· Community / voluntary sector not equal partners with statutory agencies in some cases;

· Lack of buy-in to partnership working by some statutory agencies;

· Gap in actually influencing wider Government policy;

· Lack of co-ordination;

· Having to go through the ‘democratic hoops’ to get agreement;

· Slow decision-making processes - structures can be cumbersome and slow things down;

· Some resistance to partnership working by some groups / members;

· Members’ training needs not being met.;

· ‘Who you know’ – behind the scene agreements, sectional interests dictating decisions, personal alliances;

· Dissemination of information to the wider community sector of what is discussed in Partnerships - lack of a communications policy - what is going on?

· Partnerships may create a false sense of security to the community / voluntary sector.

5.4
What have we learned from working in Partnerships?

· Takes time, hard work and needs to be maintained and nurtured;

· Need for more co-ordination within the community sector - too many Partnerships - maybe replaced by one single body (Community Planning Partnerships in a few years time?);

· Partnerships need to be fully representative of the communities / sectors / various stakeholders;

· Statutory agencies and community groups are all accountable in the process;

· Bottom-up ownership and leadership gives credibility to the whole process

· There should be no empire building in the structures or processes;

· Capacity building still needed

· Areas of weak community infrastructure

· Voices of some communities / groups / interests not being heard and so they are not being represented

· Resources need to be made available to address this problem

· Partners must learn from the process of partnership;

· Training needs - how to engage new community representatives in the process;

· ‘Neglecting problems today only build the problems of tomorrow’ - Partnerships need to tackle the big issues and make hard decisions?

6.
Experiences of Working with Belfast City Council

6.1
Are there differences to working with other agencies?

· Council is an elected body - greater accountability and greater political clout;

· Council offers enhanced support mechanisms to community groups;

· Quicker response to issues;

· Allow you to get on with the job - less bureaucracy compared with some other funding bodies;

· More accessible to work with;

· General perception of a more professional approach by Council Officers;

· Often better relationships with Council compared to other agencies and funding bodies;

· Council give the impression they want to work with you - a true Partnership;

· Can contact Councillors direct if there are any problems;

· However, there is a perception that political considerations do influence some Council decisions.

6.2
Which approaches work well?

· One-to-one relationships with a ‘key worker’ from the Council;

· The more professional and business-like approach by Council Officers forces the community sector to match this level of performance - raises the standard of working relationships;

· De-centralised decision-making;

· Pro-active inter-agency working;

· Good back-up support from the Council;

· Meetings with Council Officers are positive;

· Greater accessibility to Council Officers and Councillors.

6.3
What do we know about the Council’s planning processes?

· Some comments indicated that many people were unsure of the Council’s planning processes

· Ad hoc?

· Do they have a Corporate Pan?

· Internal and external consultations

· Led by Departmental Directors;

· Working groups;

· Perception that planning within the Council is a long drawn out process;

· Council is happy to work at community level;

· Rely on international expertise for ‘State of the City’ level planning;

· Utilise the expertise of their staff to good affect.  

Comments suggest that there is a need to ‘map’ the various planning processes within the Council, so people know where to go to influence decisions.  

7.
Action Plan Ideas 

Key issues identified by each of the groups were shared with all the participants, with 'next steps' action points being suggested.   It was acknowledged that the workshop could only suggest ideas for action and it was hoped that these ideas would be taken forward in a variety of ways.  The facilitator thus asked the participants to both suggest ideas for action, and also how these actions might be progressed.  The main action points identified were:

	
	What 
	How

	
	
	

	
	· RPA Report to be circulated to all community sector organisations


	· Contact RPA Team to get copies and circulate to members

	
	· Workshop participants need to go back to their community organisations / networks and provide feedback


	· Organise briefing meetings

	
	· Communications / engagement / empowerment strategies need to be developed


	· Belfast City Council / OFMDFM need to give a lead on this 

	
	· Belfast City Council needs to start to act on the RPA proposals and consult with the voluntary / community sector.  Need to engage with the community sector in the process of implementation


	· Engage with Belfast City Council

	
	· Need for a coherent response on RPA from the voluntary / community sector - a lobbying strategy


	· Through NICVA (?)

	
	· Need to facilitate more discussion and information on the implications of RPA
	· Some agency needs to take a lead here.  Some agencies that could possibly lead on this include:

· NICVA

· Belfast Area Partnerships

· Belfast City Council

· Community Empowerment Partnerships

· SCOI

· Community Technical Aid



	
	· Workshop discussions need to be passed to Belfast City Council
	·  (a) Written feedback to Council Officers

(b) Verbal feedback to Council Officers



	
	· Need to consider funding this form of workshop forum as a pilot model of good practice, with the possibility of rolling this approach to other Council areas


	Belfast City Council / OFMDFM / SCOI / Area Partnerships to lead on this (?)
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