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Fair Rules for Strong Communities
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A level playing field for everyone

In December Gordon Brown and Labour Cabinet members announced over 50 measures to “strengthen communities and support hardworking people who play by the rules”. On the eve of the Queen’s speech, the ‘Fair Rules for Strong Communities’ paper set out a number of reforms to strengthen communities and contribute to dealing with the global economic downturn. Policy initiatives have been outlined for:

· Welfare reform

· Crime and policing

· Children and young people

· Business rules

· Immigration

· Empowerment

The Executive Summary starts by explaining that Britain is now facing a sharp global economic downturn and that the Government is taking action to support the economy, to help families and businesses through the tough times ahead. However, they say, government action alone is not enough.

“Everyone has to play their part, both in the economy and in wider society. When people pull together communities get stronger. When communities are strong, so is our society as a whole. When our society is strong, it is easier for individuals, families and businesses to flourish - now, and for the long term.”

They also say that fair rules level the playing field for everyone - they set the conditions that enable everyone to have their say and play their part, with clear consequences for those who do not play by the rules. They apply to every one: individuals, public services, small businesses, large corporations and banks. And they provide the platform on which every one can thrive. That is why, they say, fair rules are so vital now.

Strong Communities and A Fair Say in Fair Rules
In summary, under the empowerment heading the Government have said they will:

· Ensure people have a fair say in determining the rules by placing duties on all local authorities to promote democratic understanding and participation and respond to petitions, and extending the recently introduced ‘duty to involve’ to a wider range of agencies in local communities.
· Enhance the ability of community representatives to hold councils to account, ensuring swift and fair redress for poor services.
· Give people a greater say over their local police, including the introduction of directly elected policing representatives. (for more information on this see the next article)
Strong communities are vital to our economic strength and sense of well-being. Communities work best where people are heard, respected and feel they can influence local decisions.
In the chapter Strong Communities, the Government have looked at what makes for a strong community and communities having a fair say in how things are run. They recognise that quality of contact with neighbours and getting actively involved in the community, often through volunteering or participation in voluntary and    community groups, is an important part of building up levels of trust and that, like any other relationship, community relationships require investment.
They also acknowledge that people are happier when there are greater levels of local democracy, where they feel they can influence local decisions and also that their voice will be heard and respected. They say that this is because people then feel that the Governments’ actions more closely match the communities’ wishes, and they value being involved in democracy.
In addition, giving people a say in how their community is run is also important because change that comes from the community is often better received and longer lasting. Given the right support and resources, communities are often best placed to identify problems, balance competing demands and recommend solutions. Studies have pointed to real improvements in housing and other local service delivery where community involvement and participation has been managed effectively.

The Government say that “if communities are to continue to provide the glue that strengthens our society, then empowerment - of individuals and of community groups - is central to how they will do so.”

Communities will not feel the full benefits from fair rules unless they have a fair say in setting them. With fair rules and a fair say communities can build the resilience they need to overcome the most difficult challenges they face.

In the chapter, A Fair Say in Fair Rules, the Government start by stating that “a strong society needs active, cohesive and empowered communities. These are communities where people of all backgrounds get on with each other and feel they belong and, where they want or need something to be done, feel able to take action together”. They believe that communities will not feel the full benefits from fair rules unless they have a fair say in setting them, and the support they need to live by them.
With regards to local authorities they say that citizens want, and should have, a fair say in what their organisations do for them. They also say that they are giving people opportunities to exercise real power over the decisions and services that affect their lives. This is through: 

· better information about services and opportunities available in the area
· support or encouragement for acts of neighbourliness, volunteering and charitable giving
· consultation on important local plans that set the rules for subsequent planning decisions          

· influencing priorities of local services like policing
· the chance to take over and run public assets like local halls or sports facilities
· the motivation to stand as a councillor or other representative for the community
With regards to local authorities they say that citizens want, and should have, a fair say in what their organisations do for them and that they “are giving people opportunities to exercise real power over the decisions and services that affect their lives whether through better information about services and opportunities available in the area; support or encouragement for acts of neighbourliness, volunteering and charitable giving; consultation on important local plans that set the rules for subsequent planning decisions; opportunities to influence priorities of local services like policing; the chance to take over and run public assets like local halls or sports facilities; or the motivation to stand as a councillor or other representative for the community.”

They also reiterated that in order to strengthen the community voice they will make it easier for citizens to get their priorities and concerns on the council’s agenda, placing a duty on local authorities to promote democratic understanding and participation, extending the duty to involve the community in setting priorities to a wider range of local agencies, and introducing a new duty for councils to respond to petitions. This will complement the single duty in the new Equality Bill, which will require local authorities to involve and consider the needs of different groups in their local community, and give people the chance to get involved. They are also enhancing the ability of community representatives to hold councils to account, ensuring swift and fair redress when services are not satisfactory.

The document also restates the government’s commitment to participatory budgeting and says they will work towards their ambition for participatory budgeting to be used in every local authority area by 2012; also that they want to ensure that citizens have more opportunities to direct, run and own public services and amenities; and significant investment to help strengthen community led organisations including the Empowerment Fund, Communitybuilders and Grassroots Grants.

They say that while strong communities need individual citizens to stand up together and take these opportunities, the third sector sits at the heart of the active, cohesive and empowered communities they want to foster. It is through these organisations that people often get and take the opportunity to bring about positive changes in their community - through volunteering, mentoring, tailored public services, campaigning and advocacy. By supporting the third sector they can help increase the opportunities available to citizens to contribute to their communities. Also that participation in voluntary and community organisations strengthens communities and can help build trust and reciprocity, bringing people together to make a positive difference.

“Community based organisations are often the platform not only for meeting the needs of individuals, but also for empowering individuals and communities to bring about change, providing the means and channels for people to make their voices heard.”
Partners in Tackling Crime?

The public want services that tackle crime at its roots. But they also want a system that holds offenders to account for their actions, and ensures they make amends to their victims and the community at large. Part of the challenge for government is to engage communities as partners in tackling crime.

In the chapter on Crime, Policing and Justice of the cross government plan, Fair Rules for Strong Communities, it starts by explaining that the law abiding majority is bigger today than ever before. Crime and reoffending are falling and people report feeling increasingly safe in their local areas, but crime remains a top public concern and people value safety in their communities above all other qualities. In a recent survey, when asked ‘what makes a good place’ 55% of respondents said low crime.

The Government believe the message from the public is clear in that they want public services that tackle crime at its roots, preventing adults and young people alike from going off the rails. But they also want a system that holds offenders to account for their actions and ensures they make amends to their victims and the community at large. Most people are clearly ready and willing to take a more active part in helping make their communities safer but only if they see that services put them first, reflect their values and respond to their concerns. They say that part of the challenge for Government is to help the public realise their own strength and engage them as    partners in tackling crime.

The chapter is divided into sections based on  delivering on commitments with regards to:

· the Casey Review and Policing Green Paper
· rebalancing the justice system
· turning the tables on the most persistent offenders
· supporting people to do the right thing
· empowering authority figures

Through the Policing Green Paper and the Casey Review, the Government have already set out their plans to make the police and justice system more responsive to the needs and priorities of local people. They say they have increased the number of police officers, although some dispute this, and are freeing the police from red tape allowing them to focus on the most serious crime; the crime and disorder that matters to communities; and making police more visible on the beat.

Every neighbourhood in the country now has its own Neighbourhood Police Team and through the Police Pledge they are introducing national standards for what people can expect from their local team, (please see page 8 for Wakefield’s Policing Pledge).

From this New Year, there will be online maps giving people information about crime in every area and what is being done about it. They are also strengthening the public’s voice on crime and  policing by introducing directly elected policing  representatives to ensure that communities have a visible and accountable champion with a mandate to hold the police and their partners to account.

Last September the Justice Secretary announced his intention to use the power of the internet to allow people to see outcomes of Criminal Court hearings, and early this year we will see proposals for ways in which the public can see how those accused of crime have been dealt with by criminal courts. Also planned is more action to support those who help to tackle crime and anti social behaviour in their area. As a part of this the Government will publish proposals early this year looking at joining up engagement with communities across the whole justice system, raising visibility of sentences and developing the community justice approach.

Findings show that Criminal Courts can appear remote and people do not believe the courts  understand their problems. Since an initial launch in Liverpool in 2005, there are now 13 community courts up and running across the country, which have helped to change these perceptions and proved popular among those communities. The approach involves making the court more responsive to local people and working in partnership with the range of criminal justice agencies, support services and community groups to solve the problems caused by offending in the local area.

In December the Government introduced tougher Community Payback with offenders undertaking activities that provide benefit for local communities and whereby the communities themselves identify suitable projects, with suggestions collected through Neighbourhood Policing meetings and   citizens’ panels.

The Government have also announced a £5m Community Crime Fighters programme to train 3,600 members of the public who are already active in their community and who want to do more to tackle crime and antisocial behaviour. The programme will give them the skills, knowledge and confidence to act as advocates for their communities working with Neighbourhood Police Teams. They also believe that the third sector has much to contribute here, building capacity in    communities and helping people come together to address shared problems.

The police and other agencies will be encouraged to work with local people to solve problems, involving them directly in delivering community led solutions to the issues that concern people most, like anti social behaviour in public places. Supporting people to do the right thing also means being clearer about what is expected from people and what they should expect from each other. The police will always play the lead role in upholding safety, fair rules and decent behaviour in our communities but they cannot do this on their own.

The plan also acknowledges that there are many thousands of people in positions of responsibility such as teachers, healthcare professionals and neighbourhood wardens who often find themselves at the forefront of dealing with unacceptable behaviour. The public naturally looks to such people to guarantee standards of fairness and behaviour in public places. If they are not able to fulfil that role because they are not sure that the law is on their side or because they do not see it as being part of their job, that sends the wrong message about what we as a society are prepared to tolerate.

The Government want to empower people in positions of authority so that those who challenge bad behaviour can do so in the knowledge that the law is on their side. That means ensuring that people providing a service to the public are fully supported and protected by the law and that troublemakers understand that attacking such a person in the course of their duties brings with it severe penalties. Indeed sentencing guidelines were amended last February to allow judges and magistrates to take into account whether the victim of an assault was a public servant or providing a service to the public when passing sentence. The Government are working with the judiciary to assess how this is working, and to deliver clearer messages to the public on how the courts are supporting authority figures.

A commitment to supporting people in positions of responsibility as they work towards making      communities safer and developing close relationships with local partners such as Neighbourhood Wardens, youth workers and   housing associations has also been made. This is in line with one of the driving principles of Neighbourhood Policing.

In the ‘Final Word: Stronger Together’ Jacqui Smith says, “As Home Secretary, my highest priority is to protect the public. That means taking practical steps to stand shoulder to shoulder with local  communities, so that people can get on with their daily lives free from the fear of crime, disruption and abuse… Of course, the police can’t do everything themselves - and that’s why the public are the greatest weapon in tackling crime…”
For more information visit:

www.communities.gov.uk/publications/corporate/fairrulesforstrongcommunities

