COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT ALLIANCE SCOTLAND

 ‘The Community Empowerment Action Plan’ 

Note of discussion at members’ meeting, 12 May 2010

Angus Hardie of Local People Leading gave a presentation 

He first briefly explained Local People Leading. It was formed to campaign for a strong and independent community sector in Scotland, based on the feeling that the community sector is not recognised as part of the wider Third Sector. There was no strategy for its development and key issues were not getting attention. A great deal of unfunded, unconstituted activity goes on which is ‘beneath the radar’. Yet it is the glue that holds communities together and builds their resilience. 

LPL is an informal alliance or coalition of organisations and networks, community groups of all shapes and sizes. It is not a new organisation but a campaign or ‘wrapper’. The Development Trusts Association Scotland is the accountable body for the funding that supports it.
The creation of LPL coincided with the Scottish Government’s consultation on a Community Empowerment Action Plan, in which they became involved. They saw this Plan as a major step forward. Their overall criticism is that it tried to be too many things to too many people. It tended to use the terms ‘community empowerment’ and ‘community engagement’ interchangeably. Although there is a good definition of ‘community empowerment’ in the plan, several of the case studies did not actually reflect this. 

On the other hand they liked the Plan’s emphasis on the importance of community assets and the fact that for the first time in Scottish policy, it mentioned the importance of community anchor organisations. 

At the launch of the Plan, the Minister said ‘this is the first step on a journey’. But where is the momentum and what is the direction of travel? The Plan largely reported on existing initiatives. The subsequent newsletters tend to focus on community engagement activities. There has been no annual conference to benchmark progress, and no training for elected members, as proposed [it was later clarified that such training is still expected to happen].  
Is it drifting into the long grass? That would be strange, given the straitened times we live in. We talk about radical rethinks of services. But we simultaneously work on the assumption that the old ways will see us through. Yet community empowerment is not a soft option – it is becoming a prerequisite of delivering services. 

There are six key areas where LPL considers further action by national and local government is required:

1. formally recognise the community sector as a distinct part of the Third Sector by publishing a national strategy designed to nurture its continued development

2. embark on a genuine process of community empowerment marked by a commitment to devolve resources and decision making away from government and down to the most appropriate local level 
3. invest in a programme designed to increase the flow of assets into
community ownership – more explicit government support for this is needed; for example the land reform process appears to be stuck


4. recognise that community empowerment requires a process of capacity building for communities and that this cannot be delivered effectively if delivered by government – the current arrangements are not working 

5. recognise that revitalising the relationships between local
communities and local government is fundamental to community
empowerment and that the one needs to be seen as integral to the
other
- we must argue clearly that representational and participatory democracy are complementary to each other
6. see community empowerment as a principle underpinning the tackling of big challenges -  the community led response to climate change is widely recognised
as being the crucial 'first step'. Much more needs to be done to
harness current levels of activity and link to the wider community
empowerment agenda.

Arguably this is part of a much wider issue about whether civil society in all its manifestations is being too passive in response to our environmental, economic and political crises – LPL is working with SCVO on this. We need to consider how we present ourselves as a sector. For example Newsnight Scotland’s presentation of the Civil Society Summit was trivial and showed ill-disguised contempt. Do people who care about such things really live in an impenetrable bubble?
A discussion followed. This involved civil servants (including some of those involved in preparing the Action Plan), local government managers and people from other community development organisations. We shall not identify the source of particular comments. 
Comment: The Action Plan (issued jointly with COSLA) did try to reflect different views and approaches, because that is the reality of the situation. The original manifesto commitment of the incoming Scottish Government was to have a scheme for communities in deprived areas to jointly manage budgets. But consultations showed the desire for a much wider approach. People asked for it to include the issue of improving community engagement. 

Comment: Acquiring assets and empowering people to take part in decision making get confused. There is a Scottish municipalist, but communitarian tradition that believes that public assets are held for the common good. 

Angus: Someone who has assets can have a more adult dialogue with a Council.

Comment: Community development can help to build the conditions that help people to build assets. 

Comment: The real added value comes through creating opportunities, through working with communities, to have the debate about how to deliver services. 

Comment: The sudden enthusiasm in local government for asset transfer is worrying. To be successful it can require the transfer of maybe 25% more than previous levels of funding to a community group, not less; success is particularly difficult to achieve in disadvantaged areas.

Angus: Communities need independent income streams.

Question: Doesn’t this amount to trying to change the unorganised ‘community sector’ into social enterprises? 

Angus: A community anchor organisation that has an income stream can support the broader range of community activity in its area. 

Comment: The International Association for Community Development’s current work on asset-based approaches is looking at how to transfer not just ‘an asset’, but real responsibility. 

Comment: There is a danger of simply reproducing bureaucracies at community level. 

Comment: The idea that capacity building for communities cannot be delivered effectively by government is highly controversial. 

Comment: Is it who employs workers or what they do that matters? 

Comment: Every community should get the opportunity to decide if they do want to employ the support workers they get. But there will always be the potential for conflict, whatever the system.

Comment: The first commitment of a community development worker, as professional codes make clear, should be to the community they work with.

Comment: It will still be difficult if this means that they are trying to change what their employer does. We tend to undervalue work that supports people to hold those in power to account. 

Comment: Discussions about how to ‘do things differently’ in terms of delivering services in the current crisis are indeed going on at higher level. 

Comment: The straitened times present a massive opportunity. People in communities have the softer information that we need to make better decisions (in local government). Politicians are willing to discuss what this means and have a debate about how to equip people with skills. Locality based approaches to delivering Community Learning and Development services were out of favour until recently, but the need to strengthen communities is now being recognised. 

Comment: Some of this debate is happening, about what we can do ourselves and what we can influence. It is less clear that it is happening at a political level. 

Comment: Ministers are currently rethinking their approach to community regeneration: CDAS should contribute to this debate. 

Comment: We need to state the principles behind what we are doing – to debate the fundamentals of the role of civil society, relations between individual and government etc.

Angus: Our approach needs to be value based, not just based on arguments about money.

Comment: We need to build coalitions between sectors – for example, work with Trade Unions. 
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