MLA Community Empowerment Discussion Paper:

Joint response from The Network – tackling social exclusion and CILIP Community Services Group
The Network is a network of organisations, including local authorities (public libraries, archives and museums) in England, Wales and Scotland, and a range of other organisations, that are committed to tackling social exclusion. Its mission is “To assist the cultural sector, including libraries, museums, archives and galleries, heritage and other organisations, to work towards social justice”.

CILIP Community Services Group [CSG] “works towards creating community cohesion by promoting the use of library and information services to empower people and improve their quality of life.”
We are pleased to have been invited to respond to this key consultation document.
General comments
The Paper often uses ‘empowerment’ and ‘engagement’ interchangeably – it would be useful for there to be a tighter definition of each, and also information about what the similarities and differences are (maybe drawing from para 31, and putting this somewhere in the Introduction?).
It is also important to stress that MLAs cannot empower communities – but we can create the conditions in which communities are able to take on this power. We do this by actively engaging communities in the design, planning, delivery and evaluation of services.
The term “MLA” is used to mean both the Museums, Libraries and Archives Council and museums, libraries and archives generally (eg para 6), and it would be useful to distinguish between the two. This is particularly important in paras 15 and 16 where it is not always clear which is meant. (In our response, we have abbreviated museums, libraries and archives generally to MLAs.)
In para 16, the paper refers to local authorities that have chosen NI9 and NI10 as targets. However, those indicators refer only to usage, which will not really provide evidence of ‘involvement’.

In para 23, the paper states that “Volunteering … is a key way in which the sector contributes to community empowerment support.” Whilst it is true that there are some good examples of volunteering (eg the involvement of refugees as volunteers in Camden and Leicester), this is not the only – possibly not even the “key” – way in which museums, libraries and archives can contribute.

Later in para 23, the paper highlights the volunteer-run library at Woodbury Down. Whilst this may be a good example of an “increased sense of community ownership”, having libraries taken over by the community and run by volunteers as an alternative to local authority provision may or may not be a good way forward!
Responses to the set questions

The duty to promote democracy
Q1: How can MLA and the sector support local authorities in fulfilling the ‘duty to promote democracy’ and enable and encourage local people to access vital information? 

To ensure that people really get involved in local services, then we have to reduce or eliminate all the barriers to access, including: 

· Institutional

· Personal, social and intellectual

· Perceptions and awareness

· Environmental.

This also means that we need to review all the processes and regulations that are in place to ensure that they are not creating or maintaining barriers, eg:

· Charges

· Joining procedures

· Borrowing limits

· Fixed loan periods.

In para 13, it states that “Libraries are places where people can come …” – of course, museums and archives also provide these facilities, so this needs to be widened.
People can be encouraged and enabled to access vital information by, for example:

· Displays

· Using buildings as venues for Councillors’/MPs’ surgeries

· Being a ‘broker’ of ideas and presenting people with choices on particular issues 

· Holding debates and ‘conversations’

· Providing information, electronically and in print

· Ensuring that material is actually available (which implies the necessity for MLAs to be on mailing distribution lists etc) – sadly, it is still common for a local authority to advertise that a document/information is available at MLAs, only for it never to be sent to them!

· Outreach work, taking information into the community, and supporting networking

· Work to promote active citizenship, eg with schools

· Ensuring that MLAs are run in a way that is ‘transparent’.

In addition, the sector can support local authorities by advocating the democratic values of engaging with MLAs, for example:

· Having a library card and using library services are, for many young people, their first engagement with the democratic process and with being an active citizen.
Q2: Can you provide any examples of good or innovative practice in this area? 

· Museums have noted the changes in take-up since entry charges were removed from major museums

· Many public libraries have eased their joining procedures to make these ‘barrier-free’.
Extension of the ‘duty to involve’
Q3: How can MLA and the sector work with local partners to ensure that they understand the needs of communities? 

· There is the potential for confusing cross-over here, in that, in our opinion, it would be only in rare circumstances that MLA itself would work with local partners – this is surely the role of locally-based MLAs.

· MLAs also need to see themselves as part of the community, rather than external bodies that have to ‘understand’ the people in the areas they are working in.

· This work needs to begin with a clear identification of which communities the MLAs are targeting (and this, in turn, involves prioritising needs – there is a danger, otherwise, that MLAs will continue with the “we serve everybody, so why do we need to target?” approach). 

· Working with local partners needs to be a core part of every MLAs’ work, to include partners in the community, in the ‘Third Sector’, within the local authority.

· Therefore, the ‘duty to involve’ has to go way beyond one-off, token consultation. We need to take communities on the ‘full journey’ with us from design to assessment. 

Q4: Can you provide any examples of good or innovative practice in this area? 

· Leicestershire, in their Big Lottery Funded Newbold Library development, have established a community management group who have made the decisions on all aspects of the build and action-planning processes. These are residents of Newbold and are representative of all ages. 
· Wolverhampton Library Service has been involved in small area mapping [please see below].

· In Lincolnshire, a group of young people at Boultham worked with the Council to develop a new library which was designed to meet the needs of the whole community.

Q5: What types of research and evidence would be valuable to support the sector in identifying and meeting local need? 

A key issue is that it is still not clear what ‘involving’ people actually means, so research into different models, and then raising awareness of their impact (including benefits, risks, and opportunities) should be the major role for MLA.

Beyond that, in our opinion, such research has to be local. A very good example is Wolverhampton’s work with CLES, which led to the publication of:

Steve Griffiths. Seeing places, shaping places: the small area mapping revolution. CLES (“Local Work” no.89), 2008.
This work needs to be replicated elsewhere in order to develop proper strategic approaches to mapping and targeting need.

Role of the third sector
Q6: How can the sector work to support an environment for a thriving third sector? 

· It is vital that any joint working begins by a clear identification and delineation of roles. In our opinion, it should not be the role of the third sector to directly deliver local authority services (and therefore to act as competitors for jobs and services). However, the third sector is a natural partner for joint delivery of public services where objectives and values are shared.
· In the past, MLAs have sometimes seen themselves at the centre of partnership arrangements. For partnerships with the third sector to be successful, MLAs may need to relinquish this position and see how they can truly support other partners.

· Many library authorities have partnerships with the third sector in sharing information, with the library as the information centre.

· There also needs to be a clear recognition and identification of the different areas of expertise that partners will bring to the work.

Q7: How can the sector best work with voluntary and community groups to add value to each other’s work? 

· This absolutely follows on from our response to Q6. The best relationships will involve a considered understanding of what each partner brings to the operation.
Q8: What can MLA do to support this work? 

We see the key role for MLA to be:
· Disseminating good practice

· Providing training and support

· Advocating the role that MLAs play in this work

· Lobbying for resources to help develop this further.

Q9: Can you provide any examples of good or innovative practice in these areas? 

· Lincolnshire jointly operates a public library with Crowland Cares
 to their mutual benefit. 
Active citizens and the value of volunteering
Q10: How can MLA and the sector work to provide more opportunities for volunteering and encourage more people to get involved? 

There still needs to be clarification of issues involved in volunteering. For example, there is a big difference between, say, a small, volunteer-led museum, and a busy service point that is staffed by volunteers because the local authority can no longer afford appropriate paid staffing levels. What exactly is included as volunteering here?
It would be useful to look more closely at:

· Are volunteers offering ‘additionality’ (ie helping to extend/develop services into the community) or are they being seen as replacing paid staff? What issues are there from this?
· How much time is required of volunteers?

· How much training and support do they receive?

· How are volunteers selected?

· And how can we start to find volunteers from different communities?

· What work would they undertake?

· Are there still issues with the Trades Unions that need to be resolved?

MLA should provide advocacy and support for authorities who are developing their volunteering offers.

MLAs can offer community space and act as brokers in arranging meetings with volunteer coordinators to enable prospective volunteers to choose the right opportunity for them. 

Q11: Can you provide any examples of good or innovative practice in this area? 

· Library services can define their own volunteering offer and recruit volunteers through volunteer centres. Leicestershire, for example, has a thriving group of volunteers who play a key role in shaping the local studies area of Loughborough Library. The Community Services Department, of which it is a part, has appointed a volunteer coordinator to help put in the infrastructure support needed to manage effectively its volunteers. It also has an emerging partnership with Voluntary Action Leicester, which will determine three tiers of support for the library volunteer centre; these range form basic information provision and guidance to the Do-It website, to using the library as a meeting place for volunteer centres that will offer surgeries for prospective volunteers.
· Leicester and Camden Libraries worked with refugee volunteers as a way of introducing them to work in the UK (and as a pathway to employment), as well as an informal means of introducing migration issues to the wider library staff
.
Access to information
Q12: How can MLA and the sector work [to] support access to information which supports civic participation and address information access inequalities? 

This section mentions mainly libraries, but there are also examples of museums engaged in this kind of work, which should be included too.
Key issues also include:

· Ensuring that MLA is an advocate and supporter of authorities that are developing innovative practice. This includes MLA’s responding to and being involved in all the developments around digital inclusion (especially the work being undertaken by CLG). It might be, for example, that MLA becomes a catalyst in the creation of a national offer which specifically targets those people who are at risk of being left behind in the race for information. 
· MLA can also encourage inter-authority/regional partnerships that set standards for information provision, and they could, perhaps, act as some form of ‘quality control’, assessing any emerging work and accrediting it in some way.

· MLA could also forge and establish partnerships with, for example, the BBC, Microsoft, Apple, Google, etc as a national ‘face’ for the sector in addressing access to information. Of course, partnerships already exist, but the fact that there are over 200 local authorities creates a barrier to effective sector-wide approaches. 

· MLAs ensuring that they make information as widely available as possible – as in our answer to Q1

· Ensuring that information is available in different formats and languages

· Ensuring that libraries continue to provide the People’s Network as a free service.
Q13: Do you have any examples of good or innovative practice in these areas? 

· Access to information via the People’s Network – which, in some services can also be guided access, eg Cambridgeshire’s “Engage” scheme, assisting older people to access ICT
Q14: What types of research and evidence would help support this work? 

· We are not convinced that further research is required. What is needed is:

· Far greater sharing of good practice

· More advocacy of the role that MLAs play in this area to ensure that, for example, DCLG are fully aware of what we do.
Having an influence
Q15: How can the sector build an ongoing relationship with its communities in which local people feel they have opportunities to influence and get involved? 

In our view, it is absolutely critical that MLAs build and sustain these sorts of relationships with their communities (as, indeed, many have been for some considerable time).
MLA has taken the lead in delivering training and support for MLAs that wish to develop community engagement – this work needs to continue, as it was clear from the training in 2008 that many MLAs were unaware of what is now expected, unsure about how to proceed, nervous about what community engagement might involve, or reluctant to get engaged at all!

In order for local people to feel that they can influence and get involved in the work of MLAs, there needs to be:

· Clear explanations of the extent of this influence involvement

· A clear statement as to how far local people can influence directly, as opposed to via their Elected Members

· Transparent processes for MLAs to respond to/work with suggestions made – people will not continue to get involved if they never see any outcomes from their involvement

· A ‘new breed’ of MLAs’ staff who belong to and relate to local communities, and can act as bridges between the community and the service
· The importance of a long-term approach, not expecting things to happen quickly, avoiding ‘project’ focus. The need to get this message across in our organisations where expectations are for short-term results
· Getting beyond the community ‘gatekeeper’ who can block access to wider community

· People want what they want – not necessarily what we want in organisations. Need to ensure that we understand people’s needs and aspirations

· The importance of avoiding stop/start and ensuring a legacy, sustainability, mainstreaming of activity

· Engaging with diverse cultures and how a diverse workforce can help with this
· The challenges of working with transitory communities and different ways to do this

· All groups will not be sustainable, cannot work with everybody, need to acknowledge priorities – and that priorities change

· Community engagement needs to be part of organisation’s core work and integrated. It needs a commitment of staff time and resource and a long-term commitment – results will not be instant.
Q16: What are the most appropriate and effective mechanisms for getting local people involved in the planning and delivery of services. 

· Listening to local people’s needs, then talking to them!
· See our services as becoming enabling

· Negotiating and compromising
· Putting ourselves in others’ places – empathising

· Being non-judgmental.
Q17: Can you provide any examples of good or innovative practice in these areas? 

· None immediately available.  
Ownership and control
Q18: How might the sector and MLA explore opportunities around community ownership and management? 

The climate is certainly right for looking at community ownership and management (viz the Assets Management work currently being undertaken).
However, MLA and MLAs need to ensure that any opportunities are properly researched, disseminated and financed. For example, it would not be helpful to see ‘community ownership’ as a shorthand term for dumping expensive assets with the hope that ‘the community’ will somehow pick them up and pay for them!

Yet, at the same time, local authorities have vast assets which could become properly exploited and managed by the community – ‘community-led’ services, developed via the process of ‘co-production’ which combines the skills, knowledge and experience of local communities with that of library staff. 

For this to happen, it needs to be completely clear what is going on – there have been examples of services seeking community management approaches, only for the community to respond by asking why they should do this for free when local authority workers are paid. In order for people to make informed decisions and wield power, they need to be informed and helped to acquire the knowledge to enable them to make the necessary decisions.
However, this in turn begs a fundamental question – wasn’t it just for this purpose that local authorities were set up in the first place?!

MLA must work in partnership with other bodies to address these issues, highlight good practice, and to try to forge key partnerships that can work together to establish guidelines and standards in power-sharing. From this, MLA can gather and disseminate examples of good practice, particularly to Government.

Q19: How can we ensure a balance between the opinions of local people and the expertise of the sector? 

This calls into question some basic issues around how local authorities operate and what their future role might be) especially in a period of severe recession and spending constraints). What will the future role of democratically elected representatives be, and how is power likely to be shared in the future?
Q20: Can you provide any examples of good or innovative practice in these areas? 

· None immediately available.  
Minor comments

· Para 6, line 1: delete “of”

· Para 6, line 3: it would be helpful to expand this to say by whom the “innovative approaches” can be furthered …

· Para 21, line 4: the document says that “A number of initiatives are set out …”, but it’s not clear where.

· Para 22, line 6: there is a bit missing here between “2006” and “a number of case studies”

· Para 30, line 7: replace “borough” with “local authority”
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� A registered charity which provides additional care and support for people in the community. See: � HYPERLINK "http://www.lincolnshire.gov.uk/popiOrgVenue.asp?oid=1704" ��http://www.lincolnshire.gov.uk/popiOrgVenue.asp?oid=1704�. 


� See WTYL reports: � HYPERLINK "http://www.welcometoyourlibrary.org.uk/content_files/files/WTYLFinalReport310308.doc" ��http://www.welcometoyourlibrary.org.uk/content_files/files/WTYLFinalReport310308.doc� and � HYPERLINK "http://www.welcometoyourlibrary.org.uk/content_files/files/WTYL_PC_FINAL_REPORT.pdf" ��http://www.welcometoyourlibrary.org.uk/content_files/files/WTYL_PC_FINAL_REPORT.pdf�. 
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