Wyre Forest Matters Forum (14th October 2009)
The topic: Community Engagement

4 workshops were held, following a few presentations.
These are the notes of the workshop discussions.
Thanks to everyone who took part.

Engaging with employed and unemployed people

Why do we need to engage?

· Identified that there were various groups which needed to be engaged with and that we would need to adopt different ways to keep in contact with each.  To engage is a two way street – we need to get opportunities to listen to those groups before we instigate initiatives, this will make the funding go further and be more appropriate to the groups’ needs.

What are the barriers?

· Isolation – eg age, aspiration, one parent families, lack of cyber knowledge/communication, reliance on websites by funding bodies etc.

· No European funding

· Lack of ‘joined up’ thinking/activity

· Jargon and complicated titles etc.

What has worked for partners already?

· Mentoring – need to explore existing model and see if this can be repeated in other areas – Julie Morris would be an ideal ambassador to encourage other people to get involved

· Job club – already done, I am told, possible roll out to other local communities

What hasn’t worked?

· Inappropriate times to meet

· Lack of investment in British Sugar Beet site

· Duplication has led to failure of some schemes

· 3rd generation unemployed are difficult to persuade into working

· Large scale engagement is not conducive to local participation

What do we need to do to improve our ability to engage?

· Identify individuals who could gather local support for meetings, ideas, initiatives etc. – like Julie Morris has already done

· Schedule meeting times to meet local needs

· Arrange meetings to suit certain groups eg young single parents may want to have a venue which has a crèche facility so that they don’t need to find babysitters, older people would probably prefer to meet during daylight hours etc.

· Use Facebook, Twitter, the Community Housing’s website (which could have links to other partners’ websites), mobile phone texting etc. to reach younger people and those who rely on technology.

· Use parish, supermarket, DIY shop, school, college, church etc. noticeboards – build links with local parish clerks, councillors, supermarket managers (or supervisors) and use these to get the word out via the notice boards

· Strengthen links with local employers by co-hosting social occasions, which are open to the community rather than just the workforce

· Encourage local activists eg councillors, to ‘bond’ with potential providers of venues, noticeboards etc.

Engaging with young people

Why do we need to engage?

· To ensure needs are considered – however no point in engaging unless really listen and feedback.  Even if the answers are not what young people hoped for, we must ensure they are listened too.

Barriers 

· Trust – we don’t deliver / really listen

· Too many initiatives – not linking up

· Schools have own initiatives and do not embrace external services 

· Do not deliver results quickly enough – young people are ‘immediate people’

· Quite often initiatives are too formal – turn young people off, especially when linked with their school or people in authority

How do we overcome barriers?

· Be honest – explain reasons why things move slowly

· Partners need to be more transparent, share information and improve communication.  Sign up and define real partnership working

· Improve marketing / awareness of initiatives such as the youth forum to schools – include Governors

· Keep in contact regularly – if projects have long lead times, give regular updates

· Use technology to communicate – ie website, blogs, text 

· Use young people’s language, avoid jargon 

· Use young people to engage with wider young community, e.g. young advisers carrying out events or youth proofing projects

What has worked for partners already?

· Feed them!  Pizza and pop work

· Ensure any open event you plan is accessible – transport is always a problem

· Using email and text to communicate quickly and remind them of planned programmes

· Meeting away from formal venue, ie arrange events in local area where young people known to hang out, e.g. St Georges Park, play areas

What hasn’t worked?

· Forcing young people to take part, e.g. in formal setting, feedback given often what young people think you want to hear

· Current recruitment of Youth Forum

· Projects that are out of the school curriculum – ie schools will engage if it hits their targets – young people who contribute are generally A grade students, not hard to reach

· Not feeding them!

What do we need to improve our ability to engage?

· Stronger partnership working, where partners use collective skills and resources

· A one stop shop information forum to advise what initiatives are going on in the area, and ability to link them up – eg website

· Full time worker in this district pulling all together

· Improve awareness through more effective marketing of services

Engaging with elderly people

Why do we need to engage?

· Often the forgotten generation – and yet none of us who are attempting to engage understand what it is like to be old – as we are not there yet!  

Barriers 

· Trust – do not deliver

· Reaching people, as in some elderly do not leave home, have mobility issues, do not have transport

· Stereotyping 

· No choice

  How do we overcome barriers?
· Be honest – again as with young people explain why, where, when

· Use relevant people to engage, eg care workers, people who elderly are comfortable with

· Ensure if community event transport available

· Think about times and venue are ‘safe’

What has worked for partners already?

· Befriending – volunteers supporting elderly to have confidence to take part in events

· Ensure any open event you plan is accessible – transport is always a problem

· Think about venue, is it on a bus route – Kidderminster Town Hall is well attended

· Using existing workers / partners to communicate

· Going to locations where elderly meet

What hasn’t worked?

· Location being remote

· Wrong times – eg evening events

What do we need to improve our ability to engage?

· Stronger partnership working, where partners use collective skills and resources

· Transport availability for elderly to attend event

· Intergeneration events 

· Stop thinking we know what people want

Engaging with communities in our areas of highest need
Why do we need to engage?

· Better use of scarce recourses  - ensuring what is provided is closer to prioritise of  customers?

· Do not confuse community engagement with ‘marketing the service as it is’ ie promoting service at a neighbourhood level (health trainers) with engagement that shapes the services to be delivered  

· Engagement can help overcome barriers –one service provider figures showed good engagement with those under 25 yrs but closer examinations showed this was mainly in 22/25 age group and not much lower – further ‘engagement’ showed that although customers thought ‘service was not for them’ it actually did most of the things they wanted.

Barriers 

· Jargon

· Times we consult – Friends of St Georges residents wanted to meet on a Friday Evening!

· Process can be too formal 

· Process can become ‘politicised’

· Performance Indicators can restrict room for professional to respond to a the more wide ranging view of customers.

· For the VCS – who pays for them to have time to engage with the community

· Professional community activists who see new community voices as challenging their position/status (this can apply to tenants groups, cllrs who may discourage new voices)

· Fear of being involved – especially when you might be seen to taking a stand against anti social or criminal activities 

· History  - processes are stuck in time – meetings, surveys

· Literacy – many residents may have difficulty reading 
Solutions 

· Need to invest in range of ways to gather views and for them all to be valid  - this overcomes barriers of too formal process and professional activist dominating discussion 

· Partners may need to take a lead with more difficult issues and not ‘leave it for the community’. 

· Need to embrace new technology to engage with communities – text internet 

· Need to invest in 1.1 conversations 

· Feedback results so people see it was worth while getting involved 

· Be clear what you want to achieve at outset – is this marketing or consultation leading to change 

What has worked 

· Young  Advisors working with Justin Bryant – he felt young people had been much more engaged when consultation led by peer group member 

· Consultation that is interactive 

· Partner willing/able to respond to consultation not just going through the motions 

· Shared resources – can we link consultations joint partner consultations to avoid too many meetings etc

· Kidderminster Prospectus with very visual consultation materials and lots of different ways to capture views – press, meetings, displays, schools

· Events – tidy days have been good way for residents and partners to meet together and talk – while picking litter!

What do we need to do?

· Quality and time to invest in meaningful consultation in wide variety of ways can be meetings but must be supplemented by other methods  

Engaging with those in rural communities
Barriers
· Not using language the target audience will understand, i.e. “council speak”.  How many people do we turn off by effectively hiding interesting topics in boring documents and formal language?  The activities that public sector bodies work on are often interesting areas of work which will make a difference to the lives of communities, but when couched in public sector speak become tedious and dreary.
· People who get involved with parish councils can end up doing tasks like summarising policy documents for fellow cllrs so they can understand them and comment.  How much of this is already being done at a district or county level which could be shared, thereby freeing up those at parish level to do things which are more inspiring?
· How many people feel they don’t have anything to offer and so don’t get involved on that basis?  How could we convince them that their input would be valued and valuable?  Is it a confidence thing?

· Even in communities where there is good community spirit, a strong Parish Council and a high level of engagement in community events, there still may be a lack of engagement with the local authority and with the big issues like housing etc.  People will decide at what level they want to be engaged – we need to keep the channels open for them to act on which ever decision they make, whenever they make it.  

Solutions/What do we need to do to improve
· Ideally have a rolling programme of projects that can be done within parishes and villages.  
· Make sure (certainly for early projects) that they address as wide an audience as possible, young/old, in work/out of work, clubs and societies etc.

 

· Communication via the following media:

· Notice boards

· Local parish "newspapers"

· Existing groups (Scouts, WIs etc) contact list

· Schools

· Promote the Parish Council as the focus for action (where there is no clear alternative) but not to do everything - allocate roles to people early so that they feel part of the Project.   

· Keep people informed about what the parish council is up to.  For some, this is all the engagement they want – to be informed about what is happening.  Then they can make the choice of whether to get involved when a particular issue comes up that may be of interest to them.  It keeps the channels of communication open.  

· What is the potential to help parishes join forces?  KP investigating a model where parishes may be able to work more closely together thereby reducing the burden on each.  If parish councils shared services like budgeting and such, would that free them up to pursue other projects? 
· Involve all partners and learn from the experience of others e.g. Friends of St. Georges Park.

What’s worked
· Chaddesley Corbett Community Orchard.  This project got a lot of the residents involved.  They contributed both financially and in terms of labour.  One of the motivating factors was to make use of a bit of land that residents didn’t want the company they lease the land from to build on.  It is well used.  

· Tick box questionnaires may be a good method – these have worked in Chaddesley – to get people’s opinions on a variety of topics.  
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