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On April 1 2009 the new Duty to Involve came into force for all ‘best value’ authorities across England including all local councils. Other ‘best value’ authorities covered by the duty include fire and rescue authorities, police authorities, primary care trusts and passenger transport authorities. 
The Duty requires local councils and these partner authorities to ‘embed a culture of engagement and empowerment' by placing them under a duty to inform, consult and involve local citizens. It seeks to take us further than previous guidance on community involvement. Every local council is now expected to involve local people and make it standard practice to empower and engage them in service delivery, policy and decision making. Councils have to involve those ‘individuals, groups, businesses or organisations likely to be affected by, or have an interest in the council’s function, as appropriate’. The duty covers ‘routine functions, as well as significant one-off decisions’; in other words there are few areas where the duty does not apply. The duty does not, however, set out to replace previous legislative requirements to engage and involve citizens, but challenges authorities as to whether they need to take actions that go further.
Locally, the Wakefield Together Board has obtained agreement from its non statutory partners that they will also sign up to and implement the Duty to Involve in their working practices and work in partnership with other partner authorities such as the Police and Primary Care Trust. The Duty also requires the co-ordination of engagement activities with all partners. This means the sharing of information and intelligence on local community issues, and looking at where to focus shared activity.
What does the Duty to Involve require?

It requires authorities to take appropriate steps to involve “representatives of local persons” in three ways:

Providing information

● Authorities should provide representatives of local persons with appropriate information, which should support representatives to have their say and get involved.

● Information should be accessible, easy to understand and tailored to different audiences.

Consulting

● Authorities should provide representatives of local persons with appropriate and genuine opportunities to have their say, through formal consultations and surveys as well as direct dialogue with representatives.

● Authorities should ensure clarity of the purpose, scope and parameters of any consultation for representatives of local persons.

● Authorities should consider how they feed back the outcomes of any consultation, making clear how the input of representatives of local persons has contributed to the decision.

Involving in another way

Authorities should consider where it is appropriate to provide representatives of local persons with opportunities to get involved over and above being informed and consulted. Involvement should be aimed at giving representatives greater influence over decisions and/or delivery. Examples of this are participatory budgeting, citizens juries and service user panels.

The Benefits: 
The benefits resulting from involving citizens in local decision making and service provision as published in Statutory Guidance from Communities and Local Government in July 2008 are:

· Strengthening the democratic legitimacy of government and the civic life of the community – restoring the democratic deficit and in doing so ensuring that local citizens are involved in setting the agenda for their local area

· More efficient and effective services that better reflect the needs of users and have higher levels of customer satisfaction – more user focussed and linked to the personalisation agenda

· Safer communities and a more attractive built environment that meets people’s needs

· Strengthening community cohesion

Who should be involved?

The Duty requires best value authorities to take appropriate steps to involve “representatives of local persons”. Local residents, visitors, students, service users, third sector groups and organisations, businesses, parish councils or anyone else likely to be affected by or interested in a particular function should be involved. Representatives of these groups should be a mix of local people taking into account diverse groups within the community who might be affected or interested in a particular function.
How can the third sector (voluntary or not for profit groups and organisations) get involved
The statutory guidance outlines three possible ways in which authorities should think about involving the third sector as part of the new duty. 

· Local groups and organisations might be affected by, or interested in, a particular authority function. As such an authority might decide that it is appropriate to inform, consult and/or involve the group in some way.
· Third sector organisations might have a role as advocates for local people 
· Third sector organisations might be able to provide relevant expertise and specialist knowledge that might help the authority in reaching out to marginalised and vulnerable groups.
What does this mean for elected representatives and communities?

“Councillors and other elected representatives of the community, have a key role as advocates representing the concerns and wishes of the community. The Duty to Involve seeks to build on this by increasing the range of opportunities available to citizens to have their say and get involved directly.”

There is clearly recognition of the role of elected representatives as community champions for the communities they represent. However a key question is how do elected members interact with empowered communities? Do they need to acquire new skills and knowledge sets, in order to fulfil their emerging role as connectors or brokers between communities, the Council and Partnerships? What support, training and development will all the key players need? In addition what capacity building needs to take place in communities, particularly those communities with higher numbers of marginalised and vulnerable citizens? Equally how will this capacity building be resourced by partners?

What does it mean for directors, managers and staff?

Many directors, managers and staff will need development and support in order to adapt to the empowerment agenda. The agenda will in some instances require the partner’s workforces to review their attitudes, behaviours and skills. Changes in organisational cultures and workforce practices will be required if we are to embed a culture of empowering service users and communities. Clearly there will be changes in approaches to service delivery as a result of this new agenda.

Seldom heard groups

The Duty to Involve recognises the need for authorities to engage with a diverse range of groups within the community including those of both place/geography and interest/experience.

Some of these groups or communities will be those that are made up of marginalised or vulnerable people. We will clearly need to develop involvement techniques that are inclusive, appropriate and take into account the skills, knowledge and capacity of the so called ‘hard to reach groups’.

What will authorities need to demonstrate?


Authorities will be regulated on their Duty to Involve performance by the Comprehensive Area Assessment.
For further information:
Local Government and Public Involvement in Health Act 2007: http://www.opsi.gov.uk/acts/acts2007/ukpga_20070028_en_1 

Statutory Guidance on the Duty: http://www.communities.gov.uk/publications/localgovernment/strongsafeprosperous
Comprehensive Area Assessments (includes guidance on how the duty will be regulated):

http://www.audit-commission.gov.uk/caa/framework.asp 

Practical Engagement Support:
http://www.peopleandparticipation.net
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