2

The Community Development Challenge report: 
how it emerged and what effect it had – a retrospective note
The CD Challenge initiative arose at a time (2005) when there was vigorous but unsatisfactory dialogue between the Westminster government (then New Labour) and organisations championing CD in England. Insofar as CD had a specific connection with government, it was through the Community Development Foundation’s status as a non departmental public body, attached (till 2006) to the Civil Renewal Unit in the Home Office. But there were a variety of other organisations championing and implementing CD, and these did not necessarily see CDF as the best channel for their views, partly because of the very fact that it was close to government.

The government had drawn on many CD ideas in the evolution of its social policy from 1997, particularly through the debate and consultation around social exclusion which led to the national strategy for neighbourhood renewal. However the term community development was very little used in these policies, and the CD occupation was not ascribed any specific role or advantage in implementation, but continued to bid, as it  always had done, for particular limited pieces of work emerging from policies. Ironically they now had to bid against a much wider range of organisations which suddenly turned their attention to community involvement as a result of the allocation of new resources to the policies which CD had influenced.

In a reshuffle in 2005-6 the department for Communities and Local Government was established (in place of the Office of the Deputy PM), initially under Ruth Kelly, and the Civil Renewal Unit migrated there. Some months later Hazel Blears was appointed CLG Minister and CRU was expanded to become the Community Empowerment Division, CDF still in its wake. 
The new division was was in a pivotal position in relation to regeneration, neighbourhood renewal and local government reform. New frameworks to link all public services impacting on neighbourhoods – the Local Strategic Partnerships, Local Area Agreements and National Indicators – were being consolidated. The Empowerment Division wanted to embed community development firmly in these frameworks but was somewhat frustrated by the CD organisations’ hesitant reaction. 
The problem was partly historic. CD organisations were geared to bidding to implement relatively small programmes rather than helping to plan large ones, whilst reserving the right to be critical and distrustful of government’s larger programmes. Ironically, whilst CD organisations had lobbied government for years to make wider use of CD, when government showed an unprecedented willingness to do so, CD champions tended to say ‘But if you use it as part of your mainstream services, it won’t be true CD’. There was a genuine difficulty in working out how CD could be incorporated into much larger issues without losing its identity. Compounding this, some of the CD organisations distrusted others or felt competitive towards them and so it was difficult for the CD community to speak with one voice.
To try to break this impasse the Empowerment Division asked CDF to convene a small working party across different CD organisations and viewpoints to come up with recommendations about how CD could raise its profile and effectiveness. Representatives of the three national organisations in England (CDF, the CD Exchange and the Federation for CD Learning) were joined on the working party by a small number of practitioners, local authority managers, academics, regional network coordinators and independent consultants. They met six times and their report was published by CLG in December 2006 with a foreword by Junior Minister Baroness Kay Andrews. A follow up phase in 2007 produced several further small studies on CD strategy, management and training.
Whilst the report naturally drew on key landmarks in CD development over the preceding decade (including the ABCD framework), it also broke some new ground. Primarily it interpreted ‘challenge’ as a two-edged sword: it challenged government to make better use of CD, and it challenged CD itself to become better at what it was doing. This threw into relief the fact that the majority of CD literature tended to be self-justifying rather than self critical. The report questioned, though rather mildly, some longstanding assumptions in the CD field, such as that ‘funding led’ CD was necessarily less authentic than ‘generic’ CD. Funders were now seeking to build genuine CD objectives into their funding criteria: to reject these as ‘funding-led’ was to reject CD’s own influence. It challenged CD to be clearer about its outcomes, its added value and its timescales, and to develop better management and more objective evaluation. Conversely, it challenged government to build CD into local governance and public services, to establish CD strategies in each of the nine English regions, to support local and regional CD networks and to commit to long-term funding. In the foreword, the junior Minister welcomed the report and undertook that the government would look at ways to take forward its recommendations. 
In fact there was no systematic follow-up but the general thinking of the report did improve understanding between government and the sector and relationships between CD organisations themselves. It provided an important reference point for government departments and agencies for whom imperatives to engage with communities were new and unfamiliar territory. It was launched to a good reception in most of the English regions and over the following few years was cited in a variety of local authority CD strategies and similar plans. It also served as part of the rationale for the introduction of community indicators into the new local government indicators system (Local Area Agreements) and so helped to provide a good climate for the work at local level that went into strengthening communities. 

The most concrete take up of one of the recommendations was the setting up of regional networks where CD interests met with Government Offices of the Regions. Nationally administered by CDF, these were called Regional Empowerment Partnerships. In the event they were only to last three years. During that period they were highly productive of new training, research and information though they had teething problems. In time they could have established firm identities and filled a space that had never adequately been occupied by English national CD organisations. 
In retrospect, the challenges both to and from CD not only remain on the table but have become even more pressing. In a striking divergence from Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland, CD in England has substantially lost voice at government level since the 2010 election. It has also lost visibility at local level not only because of cuts to public services and the VCS but because of a degree of muddle, rebranding and repositioning around the ‘big society’ agenda which makes CD theory look like a beacon of clarity. This makes the need for a clear direction for CD even more acute, and it is likely that sooner or later realities on the ground will propel a ‘rediscovery’. At that point, the Community Development Challenge may serve as an anchor for reconstruction in England. Meanwhile it may also have something to contribute to the emerging plans in the other nations. 
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