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“We want...a refreshing blast of common sense to be applied to decision making”.

The Empowerment White Paper published in July sets out proposals the Government hope will deliver a fundamental shift in power, influence and responsibility into the hands of communities and citizens. Data from the 2007 Citizenship Survey shows that in the last year only 38% of people felt able to influence decisions in their local area and 50% of respondents wanted to be more involved in the decisions that their local Council makes that affect their local area.

It sets out how they plan to give citizens and communities more rights and more power through:

· More information and greater influence over the local decisions that affect them

· New means of holding politicians and Councils to account

· More opportunity to get directly involved in managing and shaping how local services are delivered

The Paper starts with setting the case for empowerment and why communities should have more power. It explains how and why we should be able to have a greater say over local decisions, emphasising the importance of strengthening democracy and political institutions. It also acknowledges the critical role the third sector has to play in local decision making and in independent community action.

The White Paper seeks to address issues around lack of power and influence at a local level by focusing on these areas:

· Active citizens and the value of volunteering - How can I be an active citizen and volunteer?
· Access to information - How can I find out information in a way I understand and can use?
· Having an influence - How do I have my say and influence the decisions being made on my behalf, both by elected and appointed people?
· Challenge - How do I hold to account the people who exercise power in my locality?
· Redress - How do I get swift and fair redress when things go wrong, and make sure it doesn’t happen to someone else?
· Standing for office - How do I stand for office and what support should I get?
· Ownership and control - How can my friends, neighbours and I own and run local services ourselves?
Active Citizens and the Value of Volunteering

New 'Civic Champions' will go out into the community and work with residents and community groups to increase understanding about how they can raise awareness about civic roles they can take up, whether that is volunteering, standing as a governor, a Councillor or becoming a magistrate.

Communities and Local Government (CLG) will support a ‘Take Part’ local pathfinder programme building on the work of the Take Part Network. The Department for Work and Pensions and CLG are aiming to pilot the Create Consortium’s proposals for a ‘Community Allowance’ to enable people to do community work whilst on benefits. And the Office of the Third Sector will provide an additional £2m to support people with disabilities to volunteer.

CLG are keen to see more Councils at a very local, that is neighbourhood, level, building on the experience of almost 9,000 Parish and Town Councils. These new local Council structures can be called neighbourhood, community or village Councils. The White Paper also introduces a new right of appeal to the Secretary of State, where a request from the community to establish a community Council has been rejected.

‘Community Pledgebanks’ where individuals commit (‘pledge’) to do something, are to be trialled and CLG want to hear from areas with an interest in setting one up.

Access to Information

There are a number of initiatives designed to improve people’s access to information, particularly relevant information held by local authorities, the police and the NHS. There will also be support for more innovative use of new media and technology and CLG will be working with Office of the Third Sector, the Ministry of Justice and the Department for Innovation, Universities and Skills to develop this. A Digital Mentors Scheme will be piloted in deprived areas to support greater use of the internet and online media.

Having an Influence

Councils will be subject to a new duty to respond to petitions. Petitions will enable local people to force an issue onto a Council's agenda. With enough signatures that issue would need to be discussed by the full Council committee and could be subject to a vote. For example, this could be used to raise issues as diverse as bin collections and street cleaning, or the state of local parks. The duty will not only apply to services that the Council is directly responsible for, but also to other public services like health. There are also plans for the inspection of public services to take account of local petitions in their assessments.

The Government state that Councils remain the vital elected voice of local people and that the White Paper is about finding new ways to allow more people to influence decisions directly. They say that petitions have been a well understood part of our public life for centuries. That they represent a recognised method of bringing people's views together into a single collective voice and that more must be done to ensure petitions are acted upon. The new duty on Councils to respond to petitions will make sure that petitions have a greater impact and unlock local democracy for a lot more people.

The Duty to Involve placed on local authorities through the Local Government Act comes into force from April 2009. It will be extended to cover a range of other public bodies including Regional Development Agencies and the new Communities and Homes Agency. The Duty requires authorities to ‘inform, consult or involve’ local people in decisions they take.

A new duty will be placed on local authorities to promote democracy. Local leaders will be expected to do more to help residents understand how the democratic process works and how they can get involved. Residents can expect to see information campaigns and town halls being opened up to Councillors to hold surgeries.
The Government believe that Mayors provide visible local leadership and have the potential to engage more people in politics. They will consult on allowing online petitioning as well as paper petitions to be counted towards support for a referendum for a Mayor. They will consult on reducing the number of people needed to trigger a referendum from 5% to perhaps 2%, 3% or 4% and change existing rules that mean no referendum can be held for 10 years if referendum is lost.

Local authorities will be able to provide incentives for voting in local elections and rules preventing many council workers from being active in political parties will be relaxed. Further work to improve the diversity of Councillors will continue, particularly the under representation of women and BME communities. A review looking at how citizens can have their complaints properly dealt with when things go wrong will report in the New Year.

Strengthening the involvement of local people in the Planning System is quite prominent in the White Paper. £4m will be made available over the next three years to local authorities to promote community involvement in planning. CLG will work with the Royal Town Planning Institute and the Planning Advisory Service to ensure Planners have the skills and information needed to work effectively with communities. And £1.5m of the Empowerment Fund is earmarked specifically to support community engagement in planning.

Local communities are to be given a greater say over deciding how policing is delivered and will be able to elect someone to represent their interests. The Policing Green Paper will be published shortly and will include a number of further measures to strengthen community engagement in policing. CLG are also keen to support ‘community justice’ and ‘community sentences’ following recommendations in ‘Engaging Communities in Fighting Crime’ review. There will be pilot projects to enable citizens to decide how sentences may give something back to the local community - ‘community payback’.

In addition to measures taken by the Department of Health to strengthen the say communities have over health services, a pilot to extend the remit of Local Involvement Networks (LINks) beyond health and social care will be undertaken.

The Government want every area of the country to have a 'community kitty' scheme, a pot of money that local people can decide how to spend. Local people should have a say in setting priorities for local budgets, for example if they want to see more community wardens or better street lighting. Government Departments are also committed to citizens having a bigger say over youth and community safety spending.

A National Strategy for Participatory Budgeting will be published shortly and every local authority should be using it by 2012. Communities will be able to call for this to be introduced in their area through the use of petitions, giving them a direct say of how public funds are spent.

Challenge and Redress

CLG wants to strengthen the accountability of local authorities to local communities, particularly through Overview and Scrutiny Committees. They will encourage local authorities to develop new approaches including; locating meetings in community venues, inviting local people to suggest topics and using large scale public forums. Senior local Council staff should become more open to public accountability with regular public hearings. Communities will be able to call Council officers to attend public hearings by using petitions.

Chairs and Chief Executives of local public bodies, including Councils, will face regular public hearings as part of plans to increase accountability. More visible 'local question times' will give the public a chance to question officials about how they are improving public services and demand better results if they believe local services are falling short of expectations. It will also give Chief Executive Officers an opportunity to describe the hard choices and trade offs involved in decision making.

Some housing associations already offer money back to tenants where they fail to carry repairs out on time. The Government want to see if this could go further with redress for citizens when Council services go wrong. They will establish a review into redress for citizens that will report in 2009.

Ownership and Control

Street markets, community centres and swimming pools will be handed over to local residents if they can do a better job of running them than Councils. Shortly 30 new pilots will get underway and a new Asset Transfer Unit will be established to support community groups making the most of buildings and resources.

Alongside the White Paper, CLG launched a consultation on a new ‘Empowerment Fund’ to replace the Strategic Partners Fund, which was pulled last year. Over three years £7.5m will be available to national third sector organisations for work that supports local community organisations around a number of specific themes, which are Community leadership; Community Development; Community and social media; Community voices; Community involvement in planning; Improving communications between Councillors and citizens; Social Enterprise; and Empowering excluded communities by facilitating small organisations to come together around shared goals.
Assets and social enterprise

Community led third sector organisations are one of the most tangible and popular ways people get involved and start to actively give something back to their local communities. The Government will be investing £70m from the Communitybuilders Fund in organisations that are the backbone of their communities. This will help strong community groups acquire buildings, take a role in running local services, and become more financially self sustainable.

A new Social Enterprise Unit will be established within CLG to promote social enterprise and help to remove obstacles in local procurement and commissioning. And a new Asset Transfer Unit will be also be set up to build on the Quirk Review of community assets and extend the Advancing Assets programme.

A national framework to support Community Land Trusts will be established, to build on the 14 pilots currently underway, as a way for communities to own or control land.

Embedding Empowerment

At a regional level, the new Regional Improvement and Efficiency Partnerships will be encouraged to support empowerment and to work closely with the Regional Empowerment Partnerships.

In addition to support for community development through the Empowerment Fund, CLG will work with Community Development Foundation and others to provide community development guidance and build on the ‘CD Challenge’ report. They will also work with the Academy for Sustainable Communities to support community development and empowerment training within the public sector.

A new ‘Empowering the Frontline Taskforce’ will be established to look at the role of Council workers and other public sector staff to support empowerment, particularly among excluded groups. There is also endorsement for joining up community engagement activity across local partners, through LSPs and developing ‘comprehensive engagement strategies’.

Rosie Winterton, Regional Minister for Yorkshire & the Humber, said: "This is about giving individuals and communities real control and influence over their lives. It demonstrates the Government's commitment to be more responsive to the concerns and desires of people and to build vibrant, cohesive and active communities.”

Hazel Blears added: "The White Paper is an important step in rebalancing power in local communities to ensure that the voice of local people is heard and acted on, and where it isn't, people have the levers to make a difference themselves if they so choose. As the best Councils already show, local government has nothing to fear and everything to gain by involving local people is shaping and delivering services. When local people are given a greater say in how decisions are taken not only do they feel more empowered but satisfaction with services rises too."

Further Reading

The Empowerment White Paper ‘Communities in Control’ can be found in full at: www.communities.gov.uk/documents/communities/pdf/886045.pdf
In summary at: www.communities.gov.uk/documents/communities/pdf/885997.pdf 

The Councillors Commission’s Report:

www.communities.gov.uk/documents/localgovernment/pdf/583990.pdf)

Response to the Councillors Commission Report: www.communities.gov.uk/documents/communities/pdf/30.pdf 

Creating Strong, Safe and Prosperous Communities: Statutory Guidance

www.communities.gov.uk/documents/localgovernment/pdf/885397.pdf 

The summary of responses to the consultation on the Guidance www.communities.gov.uk/documents/localgovernment/pdf/887903.pdf
Managing risks in asset transfer www.communities.gov.uk/documents/communities/pdf/869103.pdf
Consultation on proposals for the Empowerment Fund www.communities.gov.uk/documents/communities/pdf/887344.pdf
Consultation on the Third Sector Partnership Board www.communities.gov.uk/documents/communities/pdf/886948.pdf
Contribute to the CLG discussion forum by visiting: 

http://haveyoursay.communities.gov.uk/forums/thread/410.aspx
