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What is the Community seCtor  
Coalition (CsC)?

csc was established in 1994 by a group of chief 
Executives of national umbrella organisations whose 
work focused on the community sector.  they met to 
establish a coalition of organisations that wanted to 
champion the unique contribution that the community 
sector makes to society.  the added value that is 
generated through csc members working together 
ensures that resources are used more effectively across 
organisational boundaries and that a stronger, unified 
voice campaigns on issues vital to the sector.   

most members of csc have their own membership 
base which means that the extended reach of csc is 
estimated to be approximately 16,000 organisations.  
collectively csc members also ensure reach to a 
wide variety of community sector organisations, 
for example; tenants associations, self-help groups, 
social enterprises, village hall committees, faith 
groups, development trusts, arts & sports groups and 
community foundations.  these groups are often 
operating at a very local level and are embedded 
within their communities. As such they provide an 
essential touchstone for csc members ensuring that 
the services and support they provide are accessible 
and relevant.  in addition this relationship enables csc 
members and collectively csc to genuinely reflect 
the views, experiences and needs of the sector at a 
national level.

members

Action with communities in Rural England (AcRE), 
ADEpt, Advice uK, Black training and Enterprise 
Group (BtEG), British Association of settlements 
and social Action centres (bassac), British trust for 
conservation volunteers (Btcv), centre for Local 
Economic strategies (cLEs), churches community 
Work Alliance (ccWA), community Development 
Exchange (cDX), community Development 
Foundation (cDF), community matters, confederation 
of indian organisations (cio), continyou, 
Development trusts Association (DtA), Educational 
centres Association (EcA), Faith Based Regeneration 
network (FbRn), Federation for community 
Development Learning (FcDL), Federation of city 
Farms and community Gardens (FcFcG), Federation 
of stadium communities, League of British muslims, 
national Association for voluntary and community 
Action (nAvcA), tennant participation Advisory 
service (tpAs), the scarman trust, urban Forum, 
voluntary Arts network (vAn)

aCKnoWleDGments

this report was written by claire carter and 
sarah Fishbourne on behalf of the community 
sector coalition.  

many thanks to all those members of csc who 
contributed to the research and all those that 
responded to the survey.

the report is sponsored by the national 
Empowerment partnership

Design by Effusion
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RoutEs to EmpoWERmEnt

introduction 

introDuCinG routes to emPoWerment
this publication demonstrates the breadth of community empowerment 
activity currently taking place within the community sector and highlights 
a number of different routes to empowerment.   it is not a directory of all 
activity that csc members are currently involved with, but is intended more 
to reflect empowerment in practice within our communities.  the research 
that underpins the information contained within this publication was 
funded by the national Empowerment partnership (nEp) as part of their 
drive to improve the quality, and levels, of community empowerment and 
engagement across the country. 

the Department for communities and Local Government (DcLG) recently 
published an ‘Action plan for community Empowerment: Building on 
success’ which defines community empowerment and community 
engagement in the following ways:

Community Empowerment is the giving of confidence, skills, and power 
to communities to shape and influence what public bodies do for or with 
them
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Community Engagement is the 
process whereby public bodies 
reach out to communities to create 
empowerment opportunities.

these definitions represent a much 
narrower view of community 
empowerment and engagement 
than the definitions more commonly 
adopted by the community 
sector and present community 
empowerment more as a final 
destination as opposed to part 
of a longer journey taking many 
different routes. 

community 
empowerment may 
occur as a result of 
increased engagement 
by communities with 
public bodies but it may 
also occur as a result of 
communities taking action 
for themselves   

A wider view of community 
empowerment encompasses 
any activity that gives people the 
opportunity to influence the future 
of the place where they live, and 
brings communities together 
with a common purpose. such 
activity includes; social enterprise 
development, community 
development projects and 
community planning.  
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Research  
methodology

introDuCinG our researCh methoDoloGy

the project used predominantly qualitative research techniques involving:

in depth telephone interviews with the majority of csc members |

the development of case studies from csc and their members |

a survey which was circulated to the community sector via the csc  |
membership

the in depth telephone interviews explored the following:

the community empowerment and engagement activity of csc  |
members

csc members areas of expertise |

plans for future activity |

to what extent, and how, csc members measure their community  |
empowerment and engagement related activity.
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the telephone surveys also explored the activities of csc members’ 
membership (ie the wider csc constituency). A total of 18 telephone 
interviews were conducted.

the survey was designed using surveymonkey and circulated via the csc 
membership to a wide variety of community sector organisations.  A total 
of 94 organisations responded to the survey.  the survey asked questions 
about: 

the respondents’ community empowerment and community  |
engagement activity

barriers to community empowerment and engagement |

what changes need to take place to enable the community sector to  |
become more empowered and more engaged. 
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A Road Well 
travelled
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a roaD Well travelleD

the community empowerment and 
engagement activities of csc members

the range of empowerment and engagement activities that csc members 
reported highlight the different levels at which organisations are connecting 
with the empowerment and engagement agenda.  Activity is categorised 
under three interrelated headings

informing, engaging and strengthening – building the capacity of the  |
wider csc constituency

Alternative routes to community empowerment activity – the wider view  |
of community empowerment

Direct routes – increasing influence and engagement |

1. informing, engaging and strengthening –  
building the capacity of the wider CsC constituency

the majority of csc members are providing support services to community 
sector infrastructure organisations, or community groups, as opposed 
to directly supporting individuals within communities.  As such they are 
helping to build the capacity of communities through empowering their 
members at the local level and providing them with the confidence, 
skills and resources they need to effectively engage and support local 
communities.  csc members deliver the following activities to support and 
build the capacity of their members:

Membership services  |  
A significant number of csc members deliver training programmes that 
encompass capacity building around the community empowerment 
and engagement agenda. the majority of these are aimed at vcs 
organisations or individual community development practitioners and are 
focused on the development of the skills required to successfully engage 
and empower communities. in addition many member organisations run 
conferences and events as a means of informing people about changes 
in policy, new initiatives and as an opportunity for shared learning and 
networking.  some csc members deliver services specifically for local 
authorities to support their understanding and engagement of the wider 
voluntary and community sector.

Policy shaping and influencing |  
this activity is delivered through a range of different mechanisms, for 
example; policy briefings, newsletters, research and the production of 
case studies.  many csc members actively engage their members in 
developing responses to government policy and support this through 
helping to translate policy into practice.  in one organisation this is 
achieved through paying member organisations that have a particular 
area of expertise or specialism to participate in government led policy 
task groups.

csc members have a 
long history of supporting 
and advising their 
members on how to 
successfully engage and 
empower communities 
and for many this is the 
foundation upon which 
their organisations are 
built.
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A Road Well 
travelled 

Empowering Faith communities to Engage 
with Government policy making
in october 2007, the Department for communities and Local Government 
indicated its intention to draw up a strategy for inter faith dialogue and 
social action, a strategy that would also apply across other government 
departments. the Faith Based Regeneration network uK, the leading 
network for faith based community development, regeneration and social 
action, itself engaged with this process, and empowered its members to 
engage.

For DcLG’s strategy development to be effective, the consultation had to be 
in a format to which the faith-based sector could respond. it was also vital 
that faith based organisations at local community level were able to discuss 
the issues and engage with the consultation process.

FbRn is a network of 1,400 projects and practitioners, which through its 
partners reaches a further 8,500. it aims to link practitioners to develop and 
share good practice, and engage with policy makers. FbRn firstly engaged 
with DcLG over the production of the consultation document. initial drafts 
circulated to the Faith communities consultative council (Fccc is a body 
set up by DcLG of which FbRn is a member) indicated that it would set out 
government intentions and invite comments. FbRn, with other members 
of the Fccc, at a working meeting, made a strong case that a document 
setting out the issues and asking questions would be a more effective and 
appropriate form of consultation. DcLG acted upon these suggestions, and 
the consultation document, ‘Face-to-Face and side-by-side: A framework 
for inter faith dialogue and social action’ was produced in December 2007.

FbRn then helped to empower community based organisations and 
practitioners to respond to the consultation by producing an introduction 
and summary in its email bulletin which was sent out to 9,000 contacts. 
FbRn also set up a discussion forum on their website to enable practitioners 
to engage with others in developing their own responses. in most regions 
consultation events were held to bring together faith based groups to 
formulate responses to the consultation. FbRn helped to facilitate two of 
these events and provided material for a number of others.

in developing the final strategy, DcLG was aware that it needed additional 
information about what was happening at community level. DcLG 
commissioned FbRn to undertake research into faith based social action, 
its scale and scope, support mechanisms and the role of government in 
relation to faith based social action. this enabled FbRn to use its network 
to gather the information and therefore to feed grass roots experience into 
policy making. FbRn has also been invited to be part of a small working 
party which DcLG has set up to help guide the development of the strategy 
and to discuss early ideas.

FbRn’s extensive network across all faiths and in all parts of the country has 
enabled it to empower local people to directly engage in the development 
of policy. it has also acted as a conduit for views and experience coming 
from the grass roots. crucially, this is happening at the stage of policy 
formation.

(case study contributed by Faith Based Regeneration network uK)



10 11

A significant majority of csc members work directly with a number 
of government departments and units.  this is either through their 
participation in government-initiated task Groups or Advisory Boards.  
unsurprisingly contact is largely centred on the Department for 
communities and Local Government; office of the third sector and the 
Department for Environment; Food & Rural Affairs with many organisations 
having a relationship with all three of these departments.  collectively 
csc members also actively engage with the following departments; the 
Home office; Department for culture media & sport; Department for 
Business, Enterprise & Regulatory Reform; Department for children, schools 
and Families; Department for Work & pensions; Department for Health; 
Department for innovation, universities & skills.

the graph below demonstrates csc members’ involvement with 
Government Departments

 

the breadth of this engagement mirrors the extensive and varied 
characteristics of the community sector and highlights the complexities 
associated with the engagement of the sector. it also reaffirms the valuable 
role that csc and its members play in bridging the gap between local and 
national and policy and practice.

recommendation:   
csc should undertake a 
detailed audit of csc member 
engagement with government 
departments and use this 
information to strengthen 
co-ordination between csc 
members.

 
recommendation:  
csc should invite key 
representatives from across 
government departments 
(specifically DcLG, ots and 
DEFRA) to move forward 
discussion on developing a shared 
empowerment and engagement 
agenda and definition.

0 3 6 9 12 15
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involvement with Government Departments by CsC members
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2. alternative routes to 
community empowerment 
activity – the wider view of 
community empowerment
overwhelmingly the view of 
csc members is that community 
empowerment is much wider than 
the cLG definition would suggest 
and that the definition as it stands 
does not reflect a large percentage 
of the empowerment activity they 
and their members are involved in. 
in light of this many members feel 
there is a need to review the current 
definition. 

As part of the telephone interviews 
we asked csc members to tell us 
about their members’ involvement 
with a long list of empowerment 
activity that was taken from 
the community Empowerment 
Action plan. many members felt 
that an alternative list of activity 
would better reflect their view of 
community empowerment.   An 
alternative list would for example 
include; capacity building, social 
enterprise and community based 
learning. 

similarly when survey respondents 
were asked to describe their 
community engagement 
activity they often talked about 
engagement by the community 
with a wide range of community 
projects rather than community 
engagement with statutory agencies 
and democratic processes. 

the following case studies are 
examples of successful community 
empowerment activity that 
illustrates a broader approach to 
community empowerment.

“Whilst we are not 
in the receipt of 
‘empowerment’, we 
believe that we give it 
to the 200 community 
groups that are affiliated 
to the Forum through 
providing information, 
advice, briefings, 
projects and regular 
workshops/conferences, 
all to foster community 
development.”
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tEDDy BEAR pRoJEct  
From macclesfield to Ljubljana – the story of a 
European Grundtvig project (2004-2007)
the tEDDy BEAR project was funded for three years through the 
GRunDtviG 2 Learning partnership and was completed in July 2007.  the 
project was specifically aimed at older residents in rural areas who were 
often single and isolated even in their close village communities. many were 
in residential homes run by local authorities and the project initially focused 
on developing a supportive arrangement with their local primary school in 
which the older residents would be able to exchange their life experiences 
with the children in an informal setting and the children would respond 
to their stories through a wide variety of media including creative writing, 
drama productions and art & craft work. Good practice was developed by 
the project and was shared across three counties in the uK (staffordshire, 
shropshire & Herefordshire) and by three European partners in central 
Finland, north-east italy and coastal slovenia all of which were in rural or 
very rural areas.

Although initially focused in rural villages and their local primary schools, 
the project also offered programmes in more urban environments such as 
Hereford city and in former mining communities (clee Hills in shropshire 
and the staffordshire coalfields).  special attention has been paid 
throughout the three years of the project especially in italy and the uK to 
older residents in sheltered accommodation who are members of local 
Alzheimer’s society branches.  At the other end of the age scale, pupils 
with special educational needs have also been successfully integrated into 
the project. throughout the project, key themes selected each year were 
addressed by all the participating countries. the making of embroidered 
cushions reflecting the lives of the older residents and a set of smaller 
cushions similarly crafted for the children was successfully piloted in Finland 
and the uK while active reminiscence sessions around football, were 
initiated at port vale Fc & shrewsbury Fc in the uK and at tampere united 
in Finland with groups of young and older supporters together with current 
and former players.

through sharing their stories with the young people the project helped 
older residents to become more engaged in the local community. it also 
empowered them to become active citizens with one elderly participant 
joining the parish council as a direct result of the project. in addition 
some pupils who were not achieving at their school showed a noticeable 
improvement once they had formed a close relationship with an older 
person. often this relationship had been lacking in single parent families. 
Respect for older people by the children was another positive outcome of 
the project.

overall, the project acted as a major social cohesion initiative across the 
four European partners, encouraging largely rural communities to work 
together, share experiences and become more active and engaged citizens. 
the project aims closely mirror those of its lead partner, the Educational 
centres Association, which had previously been a partner in the successful 
tEAch project, a European training programme for active citizenship. 
the positive impact of the project is still being felt in many of the villages 
involved in the work.

(case study contributed by Educational centres Association)
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the southwark sWim project case study

bassac’s first clustering pilot project began in 2002. Eight bassac members 
were bought together to assess the viability of setting up a clustered 
working environment so that resources could be shared. Detailed interviews 
were undertaken and the feasibility process was concluded in early 2004.

the feasibility concluded that there was significant potential for shared 
services; including ict, fundraising, HR and buildings maintenance. At this 
stage the eight organisations were extremely positive about the benefits of 
collaboration but were unable to move forward because of a lack of funds 
to support the development of a formal clustering arrangement.

However, the organisations have continued to meet and develop aspects 
of collaborative working. they report that the long term benefits from 
taking part in the pilot process include closer collaboration around service 
planning, improved levels of trust, higher profile with local authorities, 
better cross referrals of users and volunteers and better peer support for 
Directors. 

At this time a key theme for the group is being able to influence the design 
of public services and to work with public sector commissioners to ensure 
they play an effective role in the delivery of services. A number of the 
original eight organisations (the Docklands settlement, cambridge House, 
the salmon centre, Bede House, Blackfriars settlement) continue to meet 
to develop closer working and to lobby for effective engagement in public 
service delivery

this influencing role exerted by the cluster shows that as well as the hard 
outcomes which a successful cluster can generate, it is also the case that 
simply by working together, groups of organisations can raise their profile 
and use this to increase their influence on their environment for the 
benefit of their users. claire Gilhooly, cambridge House chief Executive 
said “Knowing more about each organisation and the communities they 
work with has enabled us to become more strategic in our lobbying 
and negotiations with the local authority. We have been seen as a more 
collective group with credibility to consult with.”

(case study contributed by bassac)
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the above case study, although 
demonstrating a broader 
understanding of empowerment 
and engagement activity would also 
be relevant to the aims of DcLG’s 
community Empowerment Action 
plan. 

survey respondents also described 
similar activity, for example;

“We have supported 
neighbourhood panels who 
received nRF funding to 
commission local service 
improvement; we provide 
community advocacy 
training programmes; we 
work on programmes to 
support digital solutions to 
community engagement.”

3. Direct routes – increasing 
influence and engagement
Although csc members regard 
community empowerment as being 
wider than DcLG’s definition, 
they do undertake a considerable 
amount of work that directly 
contributes to the delivery of 
the community Empowerment 
Action plan.  this includes activity 
such as; participatory budgeting, 
involvement with LAAs and Lsps, 
asset transfer, community land 
trusts, and community led planning.
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magna West somerset tenants’ panel - 
Funding Environmental improvement 
projects (participatory Budgeting) 

the tenants panel (tp) was initially set up in 1992 by West somerset District 
council.  part of the remit of the tp was to decide how the Environmental 
improvement budget (then just a few thousand pounds a year) should 
be spent. the panel received and assessed applications for these grants. 
in the early days projects had to meet quite narrow criteria and had to 
demonstrate direct benefit to tenants and be on council-owned land. the 
budget always ran out before the end of the financial year – sometimes all 
the funds were allocated before the financial year had even started!

As the budget (and therefore the workload) increased to £30 000, it soon 
became apparent that the Environmental improvement project grant 
applications were taking over tenant panel meetings; for this reason 
a specialist sub-group was set up with the sole purpose of assessing 
applications and allocating funds, freeing up the time of the main panel to 
discuss other matters. 

the Environment improvement project panel now meets monthly. initially 
magna West somerset Housing Association (mWsHA) worked closely 
with the panel to set out the criteria against which the projects would 
be assessed. the grant application process takes around two months 
to complete. A standard application form needs to be submitted for all 
projects applying for funding – this contains details of the project and an 
assessment of the potential benefits.  the panel consider whether each 
project meets the relevant criteria; working closely with mWsHA technical 
and property services and Grounds maintenance departments.  

over the years the group has funded a wide variety of projects and schemes 
resulting in a real, visible benefit to a number of communities and local 
environments. these include projects to provide access ramps and handrails 
to homes in sheltered housing schemes; improving fencing and security 
systems and even providing bingo machines for elderly residents. 

initially many of the projects funded were applications for improvements 
to sheltered housing schemes, however in recent years the scope of the 
projects funded has become broader – taking in wider community concerns 
as well as direct benefits to mWsHA land and tenants. 

more recently approved projects are improvements to the grounds of 
poskitt House in Bridgwater – re-planting shrubbery and providing railings; 
and financial help for Brompton Regis village Hall on Exmoor, which 
requires major renovation work in order to comply with modern regulations 
and requirements.  the Environmental improvement budget is always 
spent!
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the panel produces quarterly 
reports that detail the projects that 
have been funded and articles also 
appear in mWsHA newsletters 
and in the local press.  Raising 
awareness has always been a 
challenge, despite regular news 
items about grant scheme and 
current projects appearing in the 
open Door tenants’ magazine etc.   

now the scheme is more 
established, word has got around 
and applications come from a much 
wider variety of sources. Housing 
officers and tp workers also 
promote the grant scheme heavily. 
Housing services staff also have a 
separate budget of £10,000 that 
they can use to fund improvement 
projects that they have identified 
themselves in their daily work, on 
estate walk-abouts etc. 

many of the projects in-hand or 
completed are located in the larger 
centres of population.  Another 
challenge is to make sure that 
tenants in the more sparsely 
populated areas have equal 
opportunity to make use of the 
budget.

there is no reason why a similar 
scheme could not be set up 
elsewhere; as long as a budget to 
fund improvements is available and 
residents are given the appropriate 
amount of support and training and 
the final decision making power. 

(case study contributed by tpAs)
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Asset transfer under a Lease 
Arrangement – community matters 
working with Watford council (Asset 
transfer)

in 2005, following a best value review, Watford council decided to explore 
the possibility of transferring council owned community centres to existing 
user groups of the centres.  the aim was partly to empower the local 
community by enabling them to have an active say in how their community 
centres are run and to encourage a sense of ownership of these assets.   
community matters secured an 18 month contract with Watford council 
in september 2005 to engage user groups of 5 community centres and 
explore the possibility of forming community associations who would take 
on asset transfer of council owned community centres under a leasehold 
agreement.  

steering groups were formed in the 5 centres, comprising representatives 
of the user groups. community matters worked directly with the steering 
groups to; 

Explore the possibility of asset transfer  |

Explore appropriate legal structures   |

Build / assess their capacity to effectively manage and sustain a  |
community centre.  

community matters implemented a detailed work plan for delivery of 
training and consultancy with the council and steering groups. potential 
risks were also identified and a risk management plan to effectively mitigate 
the was developed.  

A total of 48 consultancy days were delivered, which covered exploring 
and developing legal structures, assisting the steering groups to develop 
management and business plans, profiling the needs of the community 
and the processes of asset transfer.  A training needs analysis was also 
undertaken with each of the steering groups to establish capacity building/
training needs.  the following training was delivered to the steering group 
and centre staff:

Developing your community Building (3 day course)  |

Exploring Legal structures in the voluntary and community sector (1 day  |
course) 

community Work skills (accredited level 2 ocn)  |

Feedback and evaluation from the training was very positive.  Attendees felt 
empowered and were confident that they were developing the necessary 
skills to successfully take on asset transfer.    

By the end of initial phase in march 2007 the following outcomes had been 
achieved:

3 steering groups were fully engaged for asset transfer on a long term lease 
arrangement 

Additional consultancy work was 
required with one centre due to 
internal disputes amongst the 
steering group representatives.  
there was insufficient interest 
from user groups to form an actual 
association; therefore work was 
undertaken with 2 user groups to 
develop their own business plans to 
potentially take on the transfer.  the 
business plans are currently being 
considered by the council.  

1 centre will be transferred under 
lease arrangement to the ymcA 
(with covenants in the lease 
and stipulations in the service 
level agreement to ensure the 
activities meet the needs of the 
local community and that the 
wider community are consulted 
and represented in terms of the 
management of the centre).  the 
ymcA was identified as the only 
user group who were willing to 
engage in asset transfer and who 
had the capacity to do so.  

Watford council engaged 
community matters for a further 
12 month contract.  consequently 
further training / consultancy 
work is being undertaken with 
the steering groups, which will 
include support on the appointment 
of Directors, company/ charity 
formation and registration and 
lease negotiation.   the training will 
continue to be delivered on how 
to effectively sustain a community 
centre, involving and engaging the 
community, profiling the needs of 
the community, groups work skills, 
monitoring and evaluation and 
financial management.  

(case study contributed by community matters)
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improving Local partnerships
(involvement with Local Area Agreements and 
Local strategic partnerships)
the improving Local partnerships (iLp) unit at nAvcA is funded by the 
Big Lottery through the community Fund and now by a BAsis award. 
the purpose of the iLp unit is to equip local third sector infrastructure 
organisations (Lios) and their members with the skills and knowledge 
necessary to influence local government policy and service planning and 
to develop their work with marginalised groups and communities. more 
specifically, the intention in the longer term is that disadvantaged people 
and communities will have greater influence over, and derive greater 
benefit from, local area agreements (LAAs). 

the unit is half way through a programme of nine pilots across England 
to;

Influence local government policy and service planning through 
effective and appropriate representation mechanisms

Support the engagement of disadvantaged communities in decision 
making on local priorities for service delivery

Extend reach to black and ethnic minority communities, disabled people 
and other disadvantaged people and communities

the Pilots are:

Middlesbrough  a developmental process to improve the relationship 
between the Local Authority and the Lio – mDvA (middlesbrough 
voluntary Development Agency) and increase the influence of the third 
sector in the design and delivery of public services through the LAA.

Derbyshire  a facilitating role through the delivery of workshops to 
improve the knowledge of, and relationships between, generic and 
specialist infrastructure organisations in the Derbyshire vcs infrastructure 
consortium ( now called 3D ) supporting them to influence the 
development of the LAA through the county and 8 district Lsps and other 
partnership bodies. 

Waltham Forest supporting the development of working protocols 
between leading vcs organizations involved in a range of developing third 
sector networks which reflect LAA/Lsp structures. 

Shropshire a catalyst to support the improved engagement of the vcs in 
shropshire in public body partnerships and in particular the work of the 
countywide Local strategic partnership and the development of a vcs 
Assembly.

Penzance to support the sustainability of a resident led neighbourhood 
partnership penzance central initiative in a super output area to work with 
statutory and voluntary sector service providers to improve the quality of life 
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for local people.

the ILP team is developing a range of tools as an outcome of work in pilot 
areas this includes;

case studies from regions in England; good practice advice, disseminated 
through a virtual centre of Expertise - the iLp infobank; guidance and 
advice through nAvcA publications, e-mail networks and events and 
partnerships with national, regional and sub-regional organisations to 
promote the teams objectives

A menu of tools to support the theme of Stronger Voices is in 
development to be piloted and rolled out through the BAsis funded work 
over the next four years this will include: 

How Your Place Works - a locally focused training and information 
package that can be adapted and delivered in a range of local settings

Form and Function - a tool for helping places to develop a third sector 
Forum for their area

Skilling Up for LSPs - a competencies framework that can be used to 
support and develop the skills needed to undertake partnership working at 
a local level including strategic boards and thematic partnerships

Equality Proofing your LAA - a tool for inclusion

Evidencing LAA Outcomes - a one day workshop to support engagement 
in LAA delivery 

in addition the iLp team with financial support from sport England is 
working with Lios to; identify opportunities for promoting sport as a 
tool for addressing social exclusion and promoting collaboration with 
the Delivery system for sport partners (county sports partnerships and 
community sports networks).

From April 2008 the enhanced iLp unit will have the resources to:

manage day to day enquiries from Lios and others seeking signposting  |
or information about working with LAAs develop and extend the centre 
of Expertise - the iLp infobank 

Research policy and practice development on LAAs from all sources  |
including academic, government and other uK sources and enhance the 
developmental support available through the iLp pilot programme to 
include the Stronger Voices programme of activities

(case study contributed by nAvcA) 
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cLEs research with Groundwork trust 
involvement in Lsps and LAAs 
(involvement with Local Area Agreements and 
Local strategic partnerships)

Groundwork uK asked the centre for Local Economic strategies (cLEs) 
to write a series of eight case studies detailing trust involvement in the 
Local strategic partnerships and Local Area Agreement practices and policy 
agenda, to date. 

the research sought to focus primarily upon:

the level of involvement and engagement; |

the benefits of being engaged in these processes for Groundwork trusts;  |
and

barriers to engagement at the local level. |

the spectrum of third sector involvement

in order to frame the level of Groundwork trust involvement in Local 
strategic

partnerships and Local Area Agreements, cLEs designed a spectrum of third 
sector involvement in local governance. the third sector, and particularly 
larger organisations, such as Groundwork, should be a key partner 
alongside local authorities and other partners, engaging at a strategic 
level and delivering local services. However, there is also a role for smaller 
organisations, specifically as regards developing and maintaining links with 
communities and understanding their needs, and in the delivery of services 
at a neighbourhood level. the spectrum of third sector involvement in local 
governance thus reflects this variety with roles ranging from ‘level 1: as a 
communicator of activities’ to ‘level 8: as a service deliverer’.

the ‘way in’ to Local strategic partnerships and Local Area Agreements 
for Groundwork trusts has often been a result of a strong lead from the 
Executive Director and contacts with local authorities. in some cases it has 
been a result of a track record of good local delivery activity and a strong 
reputation. Effective promotion of delivery activity to the local authority and 
their partners can lead to engagement in Local strategic partnerships and 
Local Area Agreements and potentially result in commissioned projects and 
further funding. A good example of this is the delivery activity undertaken 
through the Blue sky Development and Regeneration arm of Groundwork 
thames valley, in delivering against a stretch target relating to ex-offenders.

one unexpected area of Groundwork involvement and role in the Local 
strategic partnership and Local Area Agreement policy agenda, which 
emerged from the case studies was that of a ‘leader’ or strategic driver of 
the local voluntary and community sector. 



Each of the Groundwork trusts examined highlighted that there were key 
benefits to their trust in operational, strategic and delivery terms as a result 
of involvement in Local strategic partnerships and Local Area Agreements. 
these benefits included:

a higher local profile for the trust in governance terms and greater  |
influence over local policy agendas;

strategic involvement in local governance has led to sustained and new  |
delivery opportunities;

an opportunity to engage with a wider array of public, private and  |
voluntary and community sector partners and subsequently, the 
opportunity to develop knowledge of local strategy and delivery 
experience; 

an opportunity to communicate exactly what the trust is doing and  |
more effectively tailor activities to local strategic priorities;

an understanding of the activities driving the local authority policy  |
agenda, across a range of thematic areas; and

 an opportunity for new resources through solid delivery against reward  |
element stretch targets and also three-year contracts

Whilst the case study research has predominantly highlighted a strong 
role for Groundwork trusts in Local strategic partnership and Local Area 
Agreements, there remain barriers to engagement in some places and in 
some local authority areas.commonly, this is as a result of local political 
cultures and strong local authority led delivery activity. Additionally, it 
was felt that in some places partnerships were not ‘mature’ enough to 
engage a wide variety of public, private and voluntary sector partners 
in both strategic and delivery terms. on a trust basis, the key barrier to 
engagement was time and capacity and the extent to which strategic 
involvement in Local strategic partnerships and Local Area Agreements 
comes at the expense of positive local project and delivery activity.

Local strategic partnerships and 
Local Area Agreements are here to 
stay in public policy terms, especially 
with a new and streamlined national 
indicator set. it is up to individual 
Groundwork trusts to utilise existing 
strategic links to highlight to Local 
Area Agreement development 
and delivery boards the value and 
contribution of delivery activities to 
individual indicators and targets. 
Additionally, with Groundwork 
trusts increasingly becoming 
converged and operating at sub-
regional level as well as across local 
authority levels, future involvement 
in local governance will need to be 
at multi Area Agreement level as 
well as Local Area Agreement level. 
indeed, the case studies illustrated 
that trusts, supported by regional 
offices, are already beginning to 
engage with sub-regional and 
regional governance.

(case study contributed by Groundwork uK on 
behalf of cLEs)
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third sector involvement in  local Governance
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the results from the survey also 
indicate that the wider community 
sector is involved with the types of 
activity outlined in the community 
Empowerment Action plan.  For 
example, 81% of the survey 
respondents identified that they 
were engaged in their Local 
strategic partnership and/or LAA.   
During the telephone interviews 
with csc members we asked about 
their members involvement with 
the type of activity referred to in 
the community Empowerment 
Action plan, the following graph 
gives an indication of the extent 
of involvement of the wider 
constituency of csc.

the following case study describes 
the community led planning 
activities of an AcRE member.

“A lot of the time 
communities just want 
to do something. they 
don’t want all the fuss 
local authorities and other 
organisations impose on 
them. Also when a local 
authority is involved it can 
often feel like they take 
the lead and the glory.” 
(survey respondent)
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Bridging between communities and local 
government - Wealden Links

the Wealden Links project  is led by the local Rcc, Action in Rural 
sussex, in conjunction with Wealden District council, the Lsp and local 
communities.  it aims to broker appropriate linkages between community-
led and strategic statutory plans so that action plans can be pursued. 

the particular strengths of this project are:

it builds on community-led planning by local people |

A formal ‘bridge’ is created between communities and local government  |
to provide better opportunities for local people to influence decision-
making on a range of local policies and investment.

it is ‘owned’ jointly by local government and third sector partners |

it recognizes that, for communities to proceed with some of their action  |
plans, they need to discuss issues with the relevant officers in different 
departments within local government and public service partners

it seeks to involve elected members (both local government and parish  |
and town councillors) where it matters i.e. in discussions within the 
community itself.

Four communities  have engaged with the project, selected on the basis 
of their size, location, proximity to each other and the progress of their 
community-led action plan.   the statutory partners have arranged for the 
local communities to have access to an appropriate ‘resource team’ from 
relevant local government and public service agency officers, to explore 
taking forward the actions resulting from a community-led plan.

A template is being developed to help make practical links between 
community action plans and priorities identified within statutory plans.  
issues were identified to form the basis of ongoing project work at 
meetings in each community involving statutory and voluntary sector 
partners, the local councillor, the parish action plan steering group, and the 
chair and clerk of the parish council.  

those communities affected by proposed new housing development have 
focused on the planning process, developing projects that relate to the use 
of section 106 money and addressing pressure on infrastructure and traffic 
volumes.  other issues identified have been activities for young and older 
people and a need for community transport.  two participant communities 
want to develop new capital build projects such as a community and 
health centre.  one parish is opting to form a local action team to oversee 
issues relating to a housing development and associated infrastructure, 
drawn together by their District councillor. Another has decided to focus 
on one issue at a time and have chosen to develop project plans for a new 
recreation facility for young people.   

the project has shown that 
communities need to discuss issues 
with local government officials 
and others who would possess 
the executive powers to be able 
to both respond to and formulate 
an adequate response.  the local 
authority team are responding to 
however the individual parishes 
decide to shape the process 
of engagement with the local 
authority. this approach needs to 
be tested to ensure that it does not 
place too great a burden upon the 
resource team members of the Lsp. 

(case study contributed by AcRE)
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there was a strong view amongst csc members and survey respondents 
that more ‘hands-on’ support and dedicated resources are needed 
to enable communities to genuinely and directly contribute to the 
empowerment agenda.  

the role of community anchors in providing this support is seen as critical 
by some members.  

survey respondents also supported the view that generic community 
development support was the bedrock of successful community 
empowerment, frequently describing their community empowerment 
activity in the context of community development.  For example one survey 
respondent described their empowerment activity as:

“developing links between people living in the neighbourhoods which 
make up Peckham and surrounding neighbourhoods; creating newsletters, 
starting up community groups, filtering and collating information into 
accessible packages, giving advice and supporting advocacy where relevant. 
All the usual community development stuff.”

“Local authorities seem to 
think there is a huge army 
of people behind us but in 
reality there’s not”

community Representative on 
neighbourhood Forum

Keystone Development trust
Keystone Development trust is based in thetford, norfolk and is one of 
the biggest development trusts in England supported by a multi-disciplined 
team of over 30 staff plus volunteers.  Keystone aims to improve the 
quality of life and opportunities for people who live, study and work in the 
Keystone area through sustainable, community led regeneration. Working 
closely with partner organisations and communities, Keystone aims to 
ensure that the area is safe, healthy, inclusive, and socially and economically 
vibrant.

Keystone Development trust has a wide portfolio of work including; 
children and youth, community and cultural development, equalities, credit 
union, business and property development, training, and  supported/ 
managed workspaces.  Keystone also has a range of social enterprises 
including consultancy, furniture recycling and catering. 

in 2006, Keystone Development trust launched an ‘equalities team’. the 
scheme aimed to increase the level of trust and confidence between 
minority ethnic communities and public authorities and improve access 
to public services and employment opportunities in the public sector for 
minority ethnic communities.

 the equalities project covers all of Breckland District in norfolk and Forest 
Heath District in suffolk and serves a population of approximately 177,000. 
there has been a recent influx of portuguese nationals into this area, and 
it is this community that forms the main target population of the project, 
though other minority ethnic communities also participate in project 
activities. 
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recommendation:  
Resources should be made 
available to provide community-
level infrastructure support and 
to fund generic community 
Development Workers and 
enhance and further develop 
the role of community anchor 
organisations  

 
AcRE has developed 
infrastructure support for rural 
communities, in a very practical 
way through community-led 
planning (the parish plans 
programme).

many individuals are unsure of how to approach public services like 
education and healthcare or of exactly what is available; and the equalities 
team has been facilitating the creation of a portuguese-led community 
group that will be able to articulate specific needs in the community and 
work towards change. 

one key post created as part of the equalities project is that of an EsoL 
development worker, hosted by Adult Education and responsible for 
supporting learners of English for speakers of other Languages (EsoL). 
While many migrant workers enrol on EsoL courses many of them are 
unable to complete the course for a variety of reasons. the lack of English 
language skills is one of the biggest barriers for people wishing to find 
better employment or to access public services depending on a third party 
to assist them; this post supports learners to help improve the delivery of 
classes in a manner that will allow them to remain in the class for long 
enough to reach the learning objectives they originally set themselves. 

Keystone’s long term relationship with its geographical surroundings and 
the fact that the trust is community owned and managed are key factors 
to enabling the successful engagement of the communities it serves. 
in addition the trust believes that building trust and listening are key 
attributes to genuine engagement.  this relationship between people and 
place enables the trust to anchor wealth and opportunities that empower 
people to help, and make changes, themselves. 

Keystone’s cEo neil stott believes that a ‘springboard approach’ is often 
required to give communities the impetus to take action.  “it is unrealistic 
to always expect communities to do it all themselves sometimes people are 
so tired and busy they don’t have the energy so we put things on for them 
to kick start them into action”.

(case study contributed by Keystone Development trust)

one member of csc said; ‘A community development approach should 
underpin any community empowerment activity’, this view was supported 
by several members and also by survey respondents, particularly when 
asked what needed to happen in  the future to support empowerment and 
engagement. 

“a higher profile for Community Development within LSP / Local Authorities 
is needed in the future”

“community development support to active residents in their own 
neighbourhoods working to a residents’ agenda and not council/public 
agency targets & agenda.”

Within this context community development support is essential and 
enables communities to remove the barriers that prevent people from 
participating in the issues that affect their lives. comments were also made 
by survey respondents about the need for a higher profile for community 
development within Lsps and LAAs and 73% of respondents said that Local 
Authorities needed to do more to encourage engagement.
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the Rural community Action network’s 
national community-led planning 
programme
the Rural community Action network is the collective name for the 38 
Rural community councils throughout England, their eight regional bodies 
and their national umbrella, AcRE.  RcAn members work to empower 
England’s rural communities by facilitating community-led planning, 
providing dedicated support for those that own and manage community 
assets and helping local people deliver services through community 
action.  increasingly, local authorities are requesting support from RcAn’s 
members to use their expertise to deliver equivalent support within urban 
communities

 4,000 communities across England already use the parish plan process 
to debate their own future, to decide on their own local priorities and 
determine what they can do for themselves and what support they need 
from local government and others.  RcAn members provide both the 
facilitation for individual communities to develop plans, but also the 
‘bridging and brokering’ role between communities and local government.  
over the last 3 years, RcAn has generated a more strategic approach to 
tackling the bridging work with local authorities, through:

a standardised toolkit for use by communities in their parish planning |

creating a database of individual community action plans to support  |
more effective advocacy with local and regional government.

the impact

RcAn’s toolkit has driven up the quality of individual community plans and 
ensured better inclusivity (target level of participation is 90% of households 
in a community) 

RcAn’s database links individual action plans with strategic priorities in 
the relevant sustainable community strategies at District, county or unitary 
level, providing local government with better evidence of communities’ 
needs 

Local authorities have recognised this approach as an effective means 
of delivering their community engagement strategies, and provided 
appropriate officer support to individual communities undertaking plans

communities have more influence over decision-making in their locality 
by having early engagement with local government and seeing their 
aspirations included in area-wide plans.

RcAn struggled to make sense of multiple, different local government 
priorities, but developed a generic classification that helps categorise 
actions resulting from individual plans.  this allows aggregation not just at 
local government level, but across regional and eventually national level.
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the toolkit and the database 
have been funded largely through 
RcAn members own resources, 
supported with investment from 
local government pathfinders and 
Defra’s investment in RcAn’s role in 
strategic advocacy at local, regional 
level and national level.

Additional funding will be required 
to ensure this initiative reaches its 
full potential, since Defra no longer 
makes any investment in grass roots 
delivery of parish plans.

800 of the 4,000 communities 
across England which have 
produced a community-led plan 
have used the RcAn parish & 
neighbourhood planning toolkit.  
the toolkit is now being updated 
to improve environmental and 
economic content and resources, 
revise sections on bridging with 
local authorities as a result of the 
Local Government Act and provide 
better good practice examples from 
across the country 

Four regions have already 
completed the database of 
community action plans from all 
communities with completed plans 
in their region.  the database 
needs revision to better reflect how 
individual actions relate to the new 
local government indicators before 
a national version is available.  the 
intention is that the final database 
is a web-based resource for 
communities, local government and 
policy-makers, providing a unique 
picture of communities’ aspirations 
and priorities across the country

(case study contributed by AcRE)
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ChallenGes faCeD by Communities
challenges faced by communities, as a result of engaging with public 
sector bodies, were identified by survey respondents. Among the challenges 
identified were:

Difficulties in representing the views of the community, because of  |
insufficient consultation and feedback mechanisms

insufficient support available to communities |

two-tier authorities were seen as more difficult to engage with, one  |
respondent said; “engagement stops at the district level”.  communities 
reported feeling disempowered by the lack of communication and 
synergy between district and county level

Elected councillors could sometimes be unsupportive of engagement of  |
communities,  as councillors perceive it to be their job to represent and 
provide a voice for local communities

practicalities of attending meetings (e.g. transport, childcare, time of  |
day)
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the following graph further illustrates responses received from the survey

challenges facing communities

As a result of these difficulties 
many respondents identified that 
paid voluntary sector workers, 
often over stretched and under 
resourced themselves, were more 
likely to take on these roles as 
opposed to individual community 
members.

Local Authority 
meetings and structures 

inaccessible

Insufficient 
opportunities to 

influence

Local community not 
aware of opportunities 

for engagement

Insufficient time  
to get involved

Lack of commitment 
from local community
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imPaCt of CsC  
member aCtivities
Although the research found 
that csc members evaluate their 
activities through annual member 
surveys and post-event evaluation 
forms, very few actually measure 
the impact of their activities 
on communities due to the 
complexities and resources required 
to do so.  Where impact is known 
this is largely as a result of anecdotal 
evidence and as such does not 
constitute a robust evidence base.  
A number of members identified 
this as an area of development for 
their organisation.

At least two members, bassac and 
urban Forum reported that they are 
currently working on strengthening 
their impact assessment. 

recommendation: 
csc should convene a working 
group to look at the feasibility of 
developing a common approach to 
measuring the impact of members’ 
community empowerment and 
engagement activity. Linkages 
should be made with the impact 
assessment work that bassac 
and urban Forum are currently 
undertaking.

survey respondents were also asked 
to comment on how they evaluate 
the impact of their activity.  the 
majority of responses focused on 
the recording of quantitative data 
e.g. number of people involved in 
representation.  many respondents 
made reference to the difficulties 
associated with providing hard 
evidence to demonstrate the impact 
of their work.

“sometimes it is about experienced 
community Development officers 
“knowing” that they are making a 
difference and we need to address 
how this knowing can be captured 
and shared.”
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areas of exPertise
csc members have expertise in a broad range 
of community empowerment and engagement 
activity. the majority of organisations have 
multiple areas of expertise which enables them 
to draw on experience from different policy 
areas. As part of this research csc members 
were asked to identify their particular area 
of expertise against a list drawn from the 
community Empowerment Action plan.

csc members were also asked to identify 
relevant areas of expertise that belonged 
within a broader category of community 
empowerment or contributed to successful 
community empowerment and engagement.  
this list included;  working with the legal 
and advice sub sector, leadership skills and 
training, using the environment as a vehicle for 
community engagement, community led social 
enterprise, equalities and diversity, community 
Empowerment networks, citizenship learning, 
community development learning, working with 
diverse and marginalised groups, community 
advocacy, community clustering, strengthening 
community infrastructure and community 
development support.

Whilst some members have a specific remit 
to undertake work with specific communities 
of interest many of the more generalist csc 
members also have expertise in engaging a 
particular sub-sector of the community e.g. 
young people as a result of specific projects or 
research they have undertaken.

recommendation: 
 A simple mechanism for identifying members’ 
specific area of expertise within this field of 
work should be developed so that information 
can be passed onto their membership to 
increase awareness amongst csc members. 

 
recommendation: 
csc should review how it facilitates the sharing 
of expertise amongst members specifically 
opportunities for mutual learning between 
organisations with a specialist remit for example 
focusing on faith or rural and more generic 
organisations.  

neW & PlanneD aCtivity
Whilst some csc members see the 
Government’s commitment to community 
empowerment and engagement as leading 
to growth in this area of work for their 
organisations, the majority see it as an 
opportunity to raise awareness of existing work 
and to apply their knowledge and expertise to 
inform and shape new initiatives and policies. A 
number of organisation identified new initiatives 
that were in development for example:  

the DtA are developing a community  |
Anchors programme and are developing 
work with their members around the 
community call for Action

urban Forum will be doing research focused  |
on community engagement in the planning 
system.  this will include talking to private 
developers and a guide on how communities 
can work with developers to extract 
community benefit

nAvcA are setting up a procurement and  |
commissioning unit to provide communities 
with the tools they need to engage with 
commissioning and procurement

Educational centres Association are  |
developing a community journalism project

community Development Foundation are  |
setting up a network of ‘empowering Local 
Authorities’

bassac |  is developing a practical programme 
to support community organisations to 
advocate and speak up for the communities 
they work with.

cDX are developing a Guide to community  |
Empowerment in collaboration with changes
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the Final Destination

this research demonstrates the significant contribution made by the 
community sector to DcLGs empowerment and engagement agenda.  
many csc members are already engaged in areas of work highlighted 
by DcLG in the Empowerment Action plan.  However, it is clear that a 
community sector perspective of empowerment is much broader than the 
DcLG definition. As it stands the DcLG definition of engagement does not 
encompass the different forms of engagement activity undertaken within 
the sector and does not acknowledge the communities role as instigator of 
opportunity and change.

During the telephone interviews, when discussing the list of activity taken 
from the Empowerment Action plan, one respondent remarked; “you 
could be involved in all of these things and still not be empowered”.  it is 
therefore vital that the process of community development underpins any 
community empowerment or community engagement activity.    



alternative pathways: other emerging  
themes and issues

When considering community empowerment......  
Local authority infrastructure is perceived to be impenetrable 
and the two tier structure of local government represents a 
further challenge to successful engagement.  

the community sector faces additional barriers to engagement 
as a result of the local authority’s over reliance on the 
voluntary sector to represent the views of communities (both 
geographical and interest).  this leaves some communities 
feeling marginalised and further isolated.

the impact of work undertaken to increase community 
empowerment is not really known.  Do we really know what 
works for communities?
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it is also clear that the destination 
of empowered communities will 
only be reached when all partners, 
for example statutory, voluntary 
and community sectors fully 
understand their role and what 
they need to contribute to the 
journey.  community empowerment 
encompasses cultural change and 
a shifting of the power balance 
and in this respect DcLG’s focus 
on community empowerment and 
engagement is to be welcomed.  
However a deeper understanding 
of what empowerment means to 
communities and how communities 
take different routes to achieving 
their view of empowerment is 
crucial.
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recommendations for CsC: 
csc should undertake a 
detailed audit of csc member 
engagement with government 
departments and use this 
information to strengthen 
co-ordination between csc 
members.

csc should invite key 
representatives from across 
government departments 
(specifically DcLG, ots and 
DEFRA) to move forward 
discussion on developing a shared 
empowerment and engagement 
agenda and definition.

csc should convene a working 
group to look at the feasibility 
of developing a common 
approach to measuring the 
impact of members’ community 
empowerment and engagement 
activity. Linkages should be made 
with the impact assessment work 
that bassac and urban Forum are 
currently undertaking.

A simple mechanism for 
identifying members’ specific 
area of expertise within this field 
of work should be developed 
in order for information to be 
passed onto their membership 
and to increase awareness 
amongst csc members.
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csc should review how it facilitates the sharing of expertise amongst members 
specifically opportunities for mutual learning member between organisations with a 
specialist remit for example focusing on faith or rural and more generic organisations.  

there is a clear need for knowledge about the activities of the membership.  A more 
detailed profiling of csc should be undertaken which also identifies collective reach and 
services delivered.

csc should review how it 
facilitates the sharing of expertise 
amongst members specifically 
opportunities for mutual learning 
member between organisations 
with a specialist remit for 
example focusing on faith or rural 
and more generic organisations.

there is a clear need for 
knowledge about the activities 
of the membership.  A more 
detailed profiling of csc should 
be undertaken which also 
identifies collective reach and 
services delivered.
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recommendations for 
Department for Communities 
and local Government: 
Resources should be made 
available to provide community-
level infrastructure support and 
to fund generic community 
Development Workers 

Further resources should be 
made available to enhance 
and further develop the role of 
community anchor organisations, 
this is crucial to the success of 
a community empowerment 
programme  

DcLG should recognise the value 
of the wider view of community 
empowerment and understand 
its relevance in terms of meeting 
government priorities.
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