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INTRODUCTION
The Communitites Team at Staffordshire Moorlands District Council has developped local Charters as part of their ‘Locality Working’.
It is very much a work in progress, and there is still a long journey ahead.

WHAT IS A CHARTER?
According to national guidance it is “a voluntary partnership agreement between a community, the local authority and other service providers..it describes service standards, …as well as commitments to help meet local community priorities.”

In Staffordshire Moorlands Local Charters focus on community priorities.  Service standards may be included at a later date.
ABOUT STAFFORDSHIRE MOORLANDS
The District has a population of around 94,500. Approximately 50% of the population is based in the three towns of Leek, Biddulph and Cheadle, 20% of the population lives in larger settlements to the west of the district bordering Stoke-on-Trent, and the remainder of the population is divided among 34 rural parishes.
A third of the district lies inside the Peak District National Park and of the rest of the District around 80 per cent is designated as Green Belt. The district has close links to parts of Cheshire, as well as to the city of Stoke-on-Trent.

THE STARTING POINT
The idea for developing local Charters in Staffordshire Moorlands didn’t arrive out of the blue.  It evolved, over a long period of time.  It is a natural progression from years of working in partnership with local agencies and local communities, this includes:
· A very successful, SRB funded Village Agent Scheme delivered by the CVS in the rural parishes of the District which operated 5-10 years ago.
· The three towns which have received Market Towns Funding in the past and are currently undertkaing Master Plans. 

· Multi-agency Neighbourhood Partnerships in our three most deprived communities, established 4 years ago.

The challenge was to build on this work, to bring together all that had been learnt over the past years, and to develop a more consistent and strategic approach across all of the District: that’s a total of 27 wards.  The concept of Locality Working was developped two years ago. We began by identifying a set of principles that we felt should underpin the work, and we devised a framework for the roll out of locality working across the District.

Locality working is embedded in the Local Strategic Partnership.  Many partners are involved with Locality Working, but key organisations include:

· Staffordshire Moorlands Community & Voluntary Service with whom we have a substantial SLA

· Staffordshire County Council who have a significant input into devloping Locality Working

· Staffordshire Police who are linking Locality Working to their Neighbourhood Policing agenda

· Four dedicated officers, including myself, at the District Council

Collectively, this is a virtual team of 8 officers driving forward the Locality Working agenda.

We are just now literally at the stage of producing draft Charters now.  It has taken two years to get to this stage, from the intial conception, through the detailed planning and development of the proposal, from getting support through the political process and from partners through the LSP, to working through the process on the ground with local communities, local partners and elected members, to reach a stage where we have identified local priorities and have agreed how we are going to work together to address them.

THE PRINCIPLES OF LOCALITY WORKING
Locality Working is based on the following principles – which it has to be emphasised we are still working towards achieving.

· Natural neighbourhoods – As a unit to work with we are using the 27 district wards.  However, this unit is being used flexibly to enable us to work with natural neighbourhoods.
· Members’ leadership role – As Locality Working is being led by the District Council, support from the District Ward Members is vital.  In each District Ward, the Ward Member takes a leading role in guiding and steering the development of Locality Working according to the ward’s specific circumstances.

· Community Engagement – All wards need suitable community engagement structures in place, including both consultation opportunities for local residents to get involved in identifying local priorities, and support for local residents wishing to develop community-led solutions.  In practice the type and quality of community engagement across the district varies considerably.

· Effectiveness and Efficiency – All partners are using the opportunity Locality working presents to work more effectively together by avoiding unnecessary duplication, better coordination and more joined up working.
· Evidence and Data – Local Charters should be based on evidence of local need and priorities.  This evidence might include results of community consultation exercises, local knowledge, public meetings and forums, local performance data or statistics about the local population.  Several wards have undertaken community consultaiton exercises to identify local priorities, other priorities have been identified based on the knowledge of elected members and/or professionals.

· Transparency – Every stage of the process should be visible to members of the public, elected members and agencies. This includes the evidence from community consultation, agreed priorities and action plans, and the results of action taken.  To achieve this we are endeavouring to make all information available via www.mymoorlands.com.  However, whilst we received some initial support to set up the new website, we are struggling with capacity to keep the information up to date.
· Accountability – The Charter is key in setting out an agreement between communities and partners to work together to tackle community priorities.  We are keeping our Charters simple identifying two or three priorities for each ward.  They are a key tool setting out what action is going to be taken by whom and by when.
A BASIC FRAMEWORK FOR DELIVERING LOCALITY WORKING
The following basic framework is used in developing locality working in any given ward, although a lot of flexibility and creativity is used along the way.
There are two main components to locality working:

· Identify community priorities and agree a local Charter

· Review how effective local community engagement opportunites are and assess if there is scope for community capacity building

These two processes develop simultaneously of course, but for simplicity I’ll discuss them one at a time.

Identify Community Priorities and Agree a Local Charter
1. Briefing sessions with ward members
One of the first things we would do is arrange to meet the ward members to find out from them:
· What community engagement structures are in place and how effective they are
· If there has been any community consultation recently and what the results were

· What community activity there is in the ward and who the key stakeholders are

· What the key local priorities and issues are

At this point a few elected Members have concluded that there are no particular issues or priorities needing to be addressed (or they are already in hand) and therefore we have postponed working in these wards until circumstances change.

2. Briefing sessions with key partners
Next we’ll meet with the neighbourhood police team, community and learning partnerships, local churches, parish councils, village action groups and so on, again to explore the questions above.
3. Identify emerging community prioirities
By this stage we would be starting to identify emerging community prioritites.  If the priorities aren’t clear we would consider organising further community consultation.

The following priorities are cropping up frequently across the district:

· Lack of unstructured provision for teenagers e.g. youth cafes and youth shelters
· Environmental problems – e.g. litter and dog fouling

· Town centre regeneration
· Highways issues – i.e. maintenance and enhancements to the highway

· Traffic issues – particularly speeding and parking

· Transport and access to services and amenities

Responsibility for these issues is spread across a number of partners.  Therefore, their commitment to locality working is essential if we are to be successful.

4. Investigate emerging community priorities
Having established what the priorities are, it’s really important to understand why an issue is an issue for local communties.

The issues which are arising in Staffordshire Moorlands are very typical issues which concern many communities up and down the country.  At face value the issues seem simple and straightforward to resolve. So, why do local communities feel that these issues are not being satisfactorily addressed?  There can be many reasons why agencies and communities struggle to address these issues, for example:

Limited resources – Lack of time and money means that projects and work need to be prioritised.  This can lead to frustrations when funding/capacity is not available for many valuable and important projects or areas of work.

Multi-agency responsibilities – Many issues involve a number of partners.  This can lead to confusion about which partners are responsible for which issues, or result in no one agency taking a clear lead.

Processes and protocols – Often there are numerous processes and protocols to adhere to in trying to resolve issues, these can often appear overcomplicated presenting additional obstacles to overcome.

Communication – Poor communication can lead to all sorts of problems.  For example, agencies may already be being proactive to tackle local issues, but this might not be clearly communicated to local residents.  Or lack of communication between agencies and residents may lead to a misunderstanding as to the nature of the problem, or local communities not understanding why it isn’t possible to resolve an issue.
5. Agree how community priorities will be addressed
So now we have identified the local priorities and gained quite a good understanding as to the nature of the issue.  The big question now is what are we going to do about it?  A considerable amount of creative problem solving is needed.

The priorities come in all shapes and sizes and a range of responses are required, these include:

· Policy change

· Community led solutions

· Changing people’s perceptions and behaviour for example through raising awareness and education
· Finding simple solutions
· Devolving decision making to local communities

· Finding innovative solutions

And sometimes it’s about being honest when an issue can’t be resolved and giving local communities a proper explanation as to why not.

The next stage of course is to write the Charter and this is exactly where we are up to in Staffordshire Moorlands.

6. Write the charter
We are going to keep our Charters short and simple, much like an action plan.  They will set out:
· What the local priorities are

· How the prioirities have been identified

· How the priorities are being addressed, by when, and by who
· How to get more involved

We envisage that most Charters will be updated once a year.  They will be signed off by local partners, elected members and key stakeholders from the community.

Officers at the District Council and elected Members will have a key role in monitoring the delivery of the Charters, with performance being reported to the Council’s Community Overview and Scrutiny Panel, and the LSP.
Community Engagement and Capacity Building
Alongside identifying community priorities and developing the Charter, we are simultaneously reviewing community engagement and capacity building in each ward.  Staffordshire Moorlands Community and Voluntary Service takes a leading role in this.

1. Review community engagement structures

We’ve got a range of community engagement structures established across the District (e.g. Locality Action Groups, Neighbourhood Forums, Village Action Groups, Parish & Town Councils, Residents Associations) all working with varying degrees of success.  We are taking the opportunity through Locality Working to see if there is any room for improvement.  We are not trying to impose identical structures on every single ward, but building on what is already in place and working.  There is a considerable amount of variation from ward to ward.

2. Support community activity

The national guidance states that local Charters can help build community capacity, you need good community development workers to ahcieve this. Staffordshire Moorlands Community and Voluntary Service, through their SLA with the District Council and other funders, is able to offer support to local communities wishing to take action to address local issues.  The CVS helps build capacity within local communities, enabling them to take direct action as well as participate in local decision making and to have more influence within their community.

EXAMPLES OF HOW LOCAL PRIORITIES ARE BEING ADDRESSED
Transport and access to services and amenities

This is a significant concern for many residents across the District, particularly those living in rural parishes and those without access to private transport.  Last year the LSP commissioned a piece of research to clarify the nature of the problem; this has resulted in a brand new service called Moorlands Connect being established by Staffordshire County Council and partners.  Two minibuses will operate a dial a ride service in the rural north of the district connecting all members of the community, young and old, to local amenities and services.  The bus service is being designed to be highly accessible, flexible, and responsive.
Highways issues
There’s quite a gulf between the priorities that the highways authority addresses and the highway issues which concern local residents.  The Highways Team simply does not have the budget to fulfil the needs and demands of all communtieis and residents.  If we can’t increase the budget, then we need to make smarter use of what we have got.

We have noted particular concerns from rural parishes relating specifically to rural areas.  For example residents often find themselves affected by adverse weather conditions.  There’s a lot of fog in the Moorlands and the white lines painted on the edges of the highway are surprisingly useful for helping you to keep on the carriageway in low visibility.  The County Council on the other hand has evidence to suggest that white lines encourage drivers to speed and therefore has a policy of not repainting white lines that have worn off.  There’s somewhat of a mismatch between the council’s policy and resident’s needs.  Interestingly the County election’s last year resulted in a change of politcal leadership with more Members from rural areas being elelcted.  This is gradually resulting in new policies and new ways of working.  But sometimes that is what it takes, sometimes policies need to change for community prioritiies to be addressed.

Another interesting highway issue is the development of community crews.  The county council has a dedicated team for undertaking highway repairs.  Residents are encouraged to report broken lights, pot holes etc which then get logged and dealt with by the repair team.  Nonetheless residents aren’t always that content with how things work.  After reporting a repair residents don’t get feedback on if or when the street light or pot hole is going to get repaired.  Sometimes residents find it difficult to see any correlation between the overgrown grass verges and blocked gullies which they see in their community and the work that the highways team does.  To try to address this problem, the county council is giving local communities greater control over the work that the repair teams do.  Twice a year each ward is visited by a community crew, and during this time the community gets to decide which jobs need doing.

Lack of unstructured activities for teeneagers

Several agencies provide a full range of activities for children and young people.  But many teenagers just want to hang out with their friends without having to take part in organised activities, often resulting in them meeting up on street corners and in local parks.  Local Youth Services with limited resources are stretched to full capacity.  Many communties who have identified this problem are trying to respond by volunteering and helping to run community-based facilities.  Local churches are often proactive and keen to get involved.  The CVS is able to support local communities wishing to organise their own activity, whilst other partners can provide expertise and training.
Traffic Issues e.g. parking, Environmental Issues e.g. dog fouling
Sometimes residents are partly responsible for creating the problem, for example inconsiderate parking, dropping litter or not cleaning up after dogs.  Where these kinds of issues are identified we are trying to encourage greater responsibility through raising awareness and education, perhaps leaflet dropping all homes, talks to local school children, asking residents to monitor issues themselves, community litter picks.  This has certainly helped to improve understanding and to promote more considerate behaviour.  I think it is important to promote resident responsibility, these simple solutions are often surprisingly successful and help residents to regain control.  This is a good example of where local agencies and local residents can help each other out.
WHAT HAVE WE LEARNT?
In 2008 DCLG published guidance for producing local Charters, which included 10 key features of an effective local Charter:
· An agreement between, the local authority, other service providers and the community

· A Charter is based on both community priorities and needs identified by service providers

· A Charter identifies and clarifies the obligations of all players

· A Charter gives the opportunity to tailor the provision of services locally

· A Charter identifies local councillors, engages them in the process of developing a charter and clarifies their role

· A Charter complements existing local documents and feeds into service strategic plans and strategic authority-wide documents

· A Charter empowers local people

· A Charter is relevant to local people’s understanding of an area or neighbourhood

· A Charter is a living document where priorities are set for a given period and then reviewed

· A Charter is easy to read and written in plain English

The following three features are particularly pertinent to our experience:
A Charter is an agreement between the local authority, other service providers and the community.  
That’s a lot of people!  Hundreds and hundreds of people and many many organisations have to buy in to Local Charters.  From chief execs and directors, to local councillors of all teirs and all parites, to practitioners on the ground such as youth workers, police officers, and environmental wardens, from chairs of residents associations and village action groups, to volunteers who help to run community activities to residents who are disillusioned with local service providers. They’ve all got to buy in if local Charters are going to work.  Don’t underestimate how long it will take to explain and promote the idea to all these individuals.

A Charter engages local Councillors

For us locality working has been a major undertaking for the District Council, and for the vision to succeed political support has been vital.  A few Councillors have been cynical, most have positively engaged in the process.  We have made supporting local Councillors an integral part of the process and put them at the healm of directing and steering locality working.  And I think this is working, I think locality working helps local Councillors to fulfill their role as elected representatives of the community.
A Charter empowers local people

Community engagement is an integral part of the process.  It’s essential to invest in community development if you want to empower local communities.  A charter is a useful tool, it can be used by communtiies to hold service providers to account, and it helps you to have a clear focus on community priorities.  But residents need support hands on support as well.

One of the first challenges is actually reaching residents, this is achieved to a certain extent through consultation exercises and events, public meetings and forums, and visiting residents associations.  But what about the residents who don’t take part in these activities.  One idea we had was to get out and about, meeting residents in local pubs, at places of work, local markets and at parnets evening.  We made a modest investment in some jackets and pull up stands which helped to get recognised. We did trial this for a period and whilst it worked, we havn’t been able to keep going with it because we simply haven’t had the capacity within the team.

We have also started work on a website, www.mymoorlands.com.  People need access to information to be empowered.  We intend the website to be somewhere local residents can go to find out all about locality working and other activities in their ward, we also have aspirations for it to be an interactive website, where residents can add photos and comments (although for the time being this has proven technically too challenging).  We did have some help to set the website up, and some training on how to keep the site up to date, but now, without technical support, we are struggling to find the time to keep it going.

KEY SKILLS AND ATTRIBUTES
For anyone who is thinking of developing local Charters the following skills and attributes are essential:
· A good listener and able to appreciate different people’s perceptions and experiences
· A good negotiator and mediator, able to keep all parties on board
· Willing to embrace change and enthusiasm for new ways of working
· Able to think creatively and solve problems

· Lots of patience and resilience

· Ability to motivate others

· Good sense of direction and able to convey the vision to others
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