COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT ALLIANCE SCOTLAND

A strategic framework for community development?

Note of discussion at members’ meeting, 11 August 2007

Gabriel Chanan of the Community Development Foundation (CDF) gave a presentation and answered questions on “The Community Development Challenge – How, Why and Did it Work?” based on his experience on secondment to the community empowerment division of the Department of Communities and Local Government in Whitehall. 
He acknowledged that the work he described had been oriented towards the English situation, but believed that some of its content had general applicability. Community development ideas had flourished increasingly from the mid 1990s onwards, but investment was still incidental, not strategic. The 2005 Labour manifesto had contained a couple of sentences that were relevant to community development, but there was no clear framework. Community development ideas were adopted piecemeal, often under other names, and policy makers simply assumed that it would happen somehow ‘further down the chain’. 

Advocates for community development were assertive but weak on evidence of impact. They described the practice of individual workers, not for example the experience of people working in teams in local authority units (which studies showed made up a large proportion of the total community capacity building effort) or the perspectives of employers and funders. Community development workers were more experienced in implementing projects than strategies. Some organisations presented community development work as if it was the intrinsic or exclusive province of the third sector. 
Some of the ‘equipment’ for a more focused approach had been put in place, but the culture of community development was sometimes resistant. CDF had worked in England to develop outcome indicators, evaluation models and facts on the workforce and on others who contribute to community capacity building. It had developed dialogue on policy with several government departments, notably on regeneration, young people, the environment and cohesion.  From Scotland, ABCD, LEAP, and the national Standards for Community Engagement had been helpful. 
Gabriel outlined the culture changes that he felt had been needed in community development:
· Recognise the scale and centrality of local authority community development
· See the potential of the indicators for raising the status of community development in policy

· Own the indicators in local dialogues and partnerships 
· Marshall evidence better 

· Be willing to criticise poor practice not defend ‘community development right or wrong’

· See community development as a lever within the totality of social instruments, not an alternative society in microcosm struggling against ‘the state’.
Civil servants asked them why the national community development organisations could not work together and come up with a framework that presented community development in ways that showed its relevance to policy. 

The questions were raised by a new ‘community empowerment’ division. Previously the government had talked about ‘empowerment’ in terms of the relationship between individuals and services. They were now asking the three national organisations to help to mobilise people in support of their new agenda. 

So CDF, the Community Development Exchange (CDX) and the Federation for Community Development Learning got together and set up a working party with a balance of people with local authority, third sector, academic and other experience, which, with support from Gabriel, consulted on and agreed The Community Development Challenge. Their terms of reference made it clear that the challenge was both outward to policy makers and inward to the profession. The government supported the exercise, though there was no prior commitment even to publishing the results. In fact they did publish and welcome it, though it is not necessarily an official part of government policy. 
They searched for examples of successful practice that were linked to evidence of outcomes and drew attention to existing positive reference points such as the National Occupational Standards but indicated their limitations - they were not strategic or widely enough used.   
In his view they deconstructed some “mythic slogans” of community development:
· ‘process not product’ (why not both?)
· ‘quality not quantity’ (why not both?)

· ‘it takes a long time’ (but progress along the way should be demonstrable)
· ‘the community’ (vital, but it does not mean ‘the group I happen to be working with this week’)
· ‘it should not be funding-led’ (we need to try to help set the agenda and influence funders so that they support community development).
They advocated a more ‘integrated’ definition of community development – not an ‘expansive’ one that lists all its possible roles, many of them shared with those of other professions. They said that community development consists of six progressive components (see box below). These follow on from each other, building up a combined effect. Other community practitioners may adopt one or more components in isolation. Only community development pursues the whole process through its six components. 
They tackled the questions:
‘What is it that community development does which nothing else does?’

‘What happens when there is no community development?’

and they tried to change the claim that was being made from ‘community development can contribute’ to ‘you won’t succeed without community development’.
Did it work?
In the field: largely yes. It received a wide welcome with people saying that it ‘helped our thinking’ or ‘helped our position’. It has been used to save jobs at local level. But there were some reservations and controversy. Limitations included the ‘England’ perspective, the lack of discussion on links to health, housing, employment, and sustainable development and perhaps too much focus on geographical communities and not enough on communities of interest.
In Government: partly. It kept the community development flame alive. But most civil servants and Ministers are still unaware of the issue.  

· A second phase of work was approved leading to supplementary studies on management, strategies, democracy and evaluation. 
· The ‘Community Development Challenge’ group will reconvenes in September with new terms of reference and led by CDX.  

· The Academy for Sustainable Communities will shortly publish a report on ‘Spreading community development to other occupations’ 

· The National Occupational Standards are being revised (some CDAS members are involved)
· In England there has been a loss of community development workers through the ending of regeneration programmes, but the new Local Government Framework and the ‘Duty to Involve’ create new potential. Further developments are proposed in the current ‘Empowerment White Paper’. 
Some people had thought that the issues important to government and those internal to community development could not be dealt with in one document. Gabriel felt that they had achieved this, thus:

· Showing government that the profession was prepared to examine itself

· Showing the profession that government was interested in its contribution.

For further information contact gabriel.chanan@talktalk.net .
CDAS members then discussed the possible implications for Scotland:
CDAS chair Stewart Murdoch suggested that there might be a need for a document that:

· Provided clarity about the role of community development

· Set out some common definitions

· Had government backing.

It was noted that the Scottish Government were working on statements both on community capacity building (as part of Community Learning and Development) and on community empowerment. It was felt that there needed to be a debate within community development about the respective roles of third sector and statutory organisations. An integrated agenda that brought all of these things together could give a very powerful message to government. 
Janet Muir, CHEX, noted that there was a great deal of talk about ‘community development’ in health services when people really meant community engagement in services.

Susan Paxton, Scottish Community Development Network, agreed that clarity in terminology was necessary, and that a document which explained community development could be a vehicle to promote provision and strategic approaches at local level.

Andy Milne, SURF, emphasised that the role of activity independent of the government agenda must be made clear. 

It was agreed to convene a group to take the discussion forward, including Scottish Government and COSLA representatives. 
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Components of community development 





1. Help people see that they have common concerns about local or other public issues and they could benefit from working on together under their own control 





2. Help people to work together on those issues, often by forming or developing an independent community group, supporting them to plan and take actions, and encouraging evaluation and reflection as a way of improving effectiveness 





3. Support and develop independent groups across the community sector non-directively but within an ethical framework, and increase networking between groups





4. Promote values of equity, inclusiveness, participation and cooperation throughout this work





5. Empower people and their organisations to influence and transform public policies and services and all factors affecting the conditions of their lives





6. Advise and inform public authorities on community perspectives and assist them to strengthen communities and work in genuine partnership with them 





Source: The Community Development Challenge








