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Foreword

Customer focus has to be at the heart of what we do as a council and it is. This is clear from the
first priority in our Corporate Plan to the actions that underpin our Customer Excellence Strategy.
As part of our important Community leadership role are working day in day out to improve how we
involve the community in what we do. There are some great examples of where success is being
achieved.

We want to increase the opportunities for our communities to engage with us. We also want to
ensure that these opportunities are grasped by our communities so that as many people as
possible can take an active part in improving service delivery and local democracy. The health of
our council and our communities depends on the participation of ordinary people both in
community and voluntary activity pressing their needs and wishes through our processes. This is
in order that they can improve not only their quality of life but the quality of like of others.

We want to have a society where all of our citizens are active in their communities and participate
in shaping their future. We mean all. We do not want to exclude anyone as part of our vision.
Whether ‘hard to reach’ or ‘hard to hear ‘we want our communities to have a true voice. We want
to ensure that Chester-le Street has an independent, representative and effective council which
works alongside strong, self-confident communities. Through strong community leadership we
are determined to make this happen.

Building stronger communities is not new to us or to local government generally. It has been a
clear council objective in the past and it remains a fundamental aim of Chester-le-Streets
Community Strategy — our community’s vision of the future. We need to build on community
engagement activity not just within the council but by working with our partners to increase
opportunities. We have limited resources to do this and we need to work with others to maximise
impact.

Our Community Engagement and Involvement Strategy is our plan of action to achieve our vision.
We need to first understand our community’s needs and aspirations. We then have to let our
communities know what we are doing. We can then improve engagement by improving our
processes, working with others, co-ordinating activity to allow us to meet national and local
aspirations. It will take time for the council and our communities to develop and realise what we
are setting out to do. The Strategy is therefore transitional as well as transformational.

While the council can drive the implementation of our strategy we will depend on every member
of our community to become interested in our work, our decisions and our actions. This is our first
Consultation and Engagement Strategy and is largely about what we feel we need to do. It is a
living document and not set in stone. We will now be engaging our partners and community to
develop the strategy. We want to know now what you think we should do, how we should go
about it and do you want to take part with us.

Linda Ebbatson
Leader of the Council
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1. The Strategy

1.1 The Strategy is based on a businesses planning approach to the issue of
engagement and involvement. It is structured as follows:

=  Where are we now?
=  Where do we want to be/
= How are we going to get there?

1.2.  Interms of ‘where are we now?’ the Strategy :

= |dentifies what we mean by the strategy including the national and local
context to engagement

= Provides details of the audit we have undertaken on what we do

= Highlight areas of good practice and where change is required

The aims of this is to develop the vision and aims of the Strategy

2. The Strategy Vision and Aims.

2.1 This Strategy must be primarily about exercising community leadership to assist
local people and communities engage with the council to help influence decisions
we make. It must also, however be about how we work and how we perform if we
are to address what will be expected of us in the future. We have a challenge in
raising the reputation of the council and our partners by developing closer and
better relationships with our communities and customers. We have limited
resources and need to work together to avoid duplication and provide value for
money. Paragraph 1.18 set out the Governments vision of community and
engagement in the long term. It is considered that this vision is of equal
importance to the communities in the District of Chester-le-Street. This vision
would underpin the overall mission of the council in ‘Working together to fulfill
the needs of our communities’.

The Strategy vision is therefore:

Chester-le- Street will work in partnership to ensure that there are
increased opportunities for greater participation by people in the decisions
that affect them locally, leading to improved services which better match
the needs and preferences of communities.
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2.1 To achieve our vision what we need to do is shown as follows;

Understand
our
Community

Help our
community to
understand us

Meet national
and local
expectation

Chester-le-Street will work in
partnership to ensure that
there are increased
opportunities for greater
participation by people in
the decisions that affect
them locally, leading to
improved services which
better match the needs and
preferences of communities.

Improve the
quality of our
engagement

Co-ordinate
what we do

N\

Do things
differently

2.2 Our aims are therefore:

Aim 1 : Improve the understanding of our communities, their wants, needs and
aspirations;

Aim 2 : Improve communications with communities to ensure that they
understand the activities of the council and their partners including our
achievements and reasons behind our decisions;

Aim 3 : Improve the quality and accessibility of our community engagement and
involvement practices and processes;

Aim 4 : Ensure that we work with communities, partners and the voluntary and
community sector to maximise resources and develop new ways of
working to engage with all communities including those that may ‘hard to
reach’ or ‘hard to hear’;
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Aim 5 : Develop a co-ordinated approach to community engagement and

involvement across all council services and with partners wherever
possible; and

Aim 6 : Ensure that the council effectively addresses the national vision to

improve community engagement and in doing so meet both national and
local expectations

2.3 The intended outcomes of the vision and aims are as follows:

The council and its partners will be more knowledgeable about our
communities and have better understanding to base our decisions upon

The community will be more knowledgeable about what the council, and
its partners do, what they are achieving on their behalf and the standards
of service they may expect.

There will be improved and increased opportunities for people to be
engaged in the councils and partners activities including the design and
delivery of services

The council and its partners will listen more to our communities and will
show that account has been taken of views when decisions are made

Trust and understanding between the council, partners and community
will be developed

The community will accept the councils duty to make decisions but will
understand the reasons why they have been made in the light of
feedback that will be given

There will be consistency in how the community are consulted and
engaged and co-ordination will reduce consultation overload

Value for money in engaging people will be demonstrated across partner
organisations.

2.4 The council’s vision in terms of community engagement and involvement largely
follows the governments 10 year vision. In principle this is to work with others to
encourage greater community involvement in what we do to help communities
influence our decisions are provide improved services.

2.5 By working to achieve this vision the council and its partners will improve
relations with the people we serve and meet national and local expectations.
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3.

The Strategy Action Plan

Who we should engage and involve

3.1 We will be engaging the following on a regular basis:

= council tax payers and citizens;

= residents and tenants associations;

= |ocal businesses;

= service users and potential service uses
= the voluntary and community sector, and
» Partner organisations

3.2 When developing a proposal, reviewing a policy or making a decision we will aim
to identify and engage those who have an interest or be affected by the options
we consider and the decisions we make. We will share knowledge and
understanding within the council and with our partners to develop good
intelligence of those who need to be involved.

3.3 We will work hard to avoid excluding those in our community that are ‘hard to
reach’, ‘hard to hear’ or have not engaged with the council in the past. In
particular this means specifically targeting ethnic minority groups, people at risk
of exclusion as a result of their isolated communities, children and young people,
older people, travelers and gypsies, people with disabilities, an lesbian, gay,
bisexual and transgender people.

What we should engage and involve people on and how we should
go about it

3.4 Engagement and involvement will continue to be a firm part of the Councils
Constitution. We will engage and involve communities when we:

» make decisions which have significant impact on communities and
individuals;

= agree our priorities;

= design our services;

= plan our services;

= procure our services

= measure our performance; and

= develop our plans, policies and strategies

3.5 We will undertake statutory consultations in a positive spirit .Where there is
choice about how we consult and engage we will attempt to do things differently
and more effectively through a range of methods. We will ensure that in our
project planning we will provide adequate time for people to take part. This will be
linked to our decision making processes to ensure that people in communities
have a chance to influence outcomes.
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3.6

3.7

3.8

3.9

We will look to innovate in the methods we use and will consider forms of
engagement and involvement we have never used in the past. In doing so we will
seek the communities and partners views on the best methods for individual
processes.

We will enhance the ability of our public to participate in council meetings
including scrutiny and ensure that the experience is a positive and welcoming
one particularly for those not used to public speaking.

Learning

The council is committed to learning from everything its does. It will evaluate the
success or otherwise of the engagement and involvement techniques and the
implementation of the action plan. A corporate database could assist this. The
council will consult widely on this Strategy and engage groups in its
Implementation, Monitoring and review. We will continue our annual Residents
Survey to gain regular feedback on whether the council is improving. We will
document learning on the implementation of the Strategy and re-consider our
approaches as a result.

The Strategy Action Plan

A detailed action plan is provided in the main Strategy document. The action sets
out what we are going to do to address the issues set out in the strategy to meet
the Strategy vision and aims. More detailed action plans for individual actions
will be developed by lead officers during the implementation of the proposals.
The action plan is derived from the six key aims of the Strategy and includes key
actions and change. The principals are summarised in the diagram on the
following page.
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Aim 1 : Improve the
understanding of our
communities, their
wants, needs and
aspirations;

Aim 2: Improve
communications with
communities to ensure
that they understand
the activities of the
council

Aim 3: Improve the
quality and
accessibility of our
community
engagement and
involvement practices

Aim 4 : Ensure that we
work with
communities, partners
and the voluntary and
community sector to
maximise resources

Aim 5 : Develop a co-
ordinated approach to
community
engagement and
involvement across all
council services

Aim 6 : Ensure that the
council considers new
ways of working in
order that it may
effectively address the
national vision to
improve community

Key Aims
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= Engage community on Strategy

= Develop Knowledge Management

= Develop District profile/area profiles

® Improve satisfaction performance

= Community engagement in agreeing
consultation and scrutiny issues

= Develop councils reputation
= ‘Get Our Message across’

= Review communications

=  Develop ambassador culture

= Implement annual community
canference

= Develop corporate toolkit
= Engage customers in service
design, standards and planning

= Promote and support public

attendance at all council
committee

= Support Diverse User Forum

= Develop partnership approach to
engaging hard to reach groups

=  Consider Youth engagement

= Develop engagement element to
VCS framework

= Develop Street surgeries

= Develop leadership roles

=  Develop working group

= Review existing engagement
resources

=  Develop annual engagement plan

=  Develop engagement champions

= Use AC user focus Toolkit

=  Review community Partnerships

= Develop capacity to promote
democratic engagement

= Consider Area Committees

=  Address LGA recommendations
on civil renewal including citizen
governors

= Review Scrutiny

Key Actions
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4

41

4.2

4.3

4.4

Monitoring and Reviewing the Implementation of
the Strategy

Strategies rapidly become obsolete unless constantly reviewed and

adjusted as part of a permanent strategic management process. In addition
things change and communities will require different things. The strategy may
change as a result of engagement with our communities. This document is
therefore a living document which will be reviewed on the basis of such change.

It is intended that the implementation of the Strategy will be initially monitored by
the council’s Project Management Board and will be led by the Assistant Chief
Executive. This ought to continue until a more specific project board is developed
as part of the Strategy proposals (Community Engagement and Involvement
Working Group)

Reports on Progress will be made to Corporate Management Team and the
Executive through the Corporate Performance Reporting System. Such reports
will also be made available to Scrutiny panels in due course. Where there is any
slippage corrective action will be taken. Where there is a need to significantly
review the plan this will be by council resolution. Minor changes to the plan will
be the responsibility of the Project Management Board.

There are clearly resource issues associated with the implementation of the
Strategy. It is anticipated that most of the action plan will be achieved by
developing revised more effective practices and new ways of working. Where
there are significant resource implications these will be identified and considered
in the more detailed project plans that will be developed to achieve the Strategy
action plans. A key risk to the delivery of the strategy is the availability of officer
time to deliver the action plan. This will need to be managed within the
organisation.
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