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Purpose of the report
1. To update Members on recent statutory guidance issued to Best Value Authorities on the engagement and involvement of local people in the work of the Authority.  
Strategic Planning Framework
2.
The information and recommendation(s) contained in this report are consistent with the Authority’s statutory purposes and its approved strategic planning framework:
· Corporate Plan objectives

Objective 19:  Provide high quality, efficient and effective services to the public in a way that responds to the needs of users, and ensures that they are widely accessible to those who live, visit or work in the National Park, including carrying out surveys of our different audiences, and ensuring that information on customer satisfaction with our services is never more than five years old.  
Background
3.
On 1 April 2009, legislation comes into force which will require all local authorities, including national park authorities, to give consideration to whether they “consider it appropriate” to involve “representatives of local persons” in service provision, in particular by giving them information, consulting them, or involving them in some other way.  

4.
This legislation applies to all Best Value authorities, so national park authorities are included in the duty.

5.
The Act seeks to build on the role that Members already have as advocates representing the concerns and wishes of the community, by increasing the range of opportunities available to the public to have the opportunity to comment and to get directly involved in the work of the National Park Authority.  This report provides a brief overview of that duty, provides information on the work that the Authority is already undertaking in relation to the matter, and identifies a possible future “framework” by which the Authority might better understand, and carry out, its obligations to its customers.  


The Duty to Involve
6.
The Government has issued statutory guidance (entitled “Creating Strong, Safe & Prosperous Communities”) in relation to this new legal duty.  This statutory guidance requires authorities to take the steps they consider appropriate to involve representatives of local persons in the exercise of any of the authorities’ functions.  The guidance explains that “local persons” means anyone affected by or interested in a particular function of the authority.  This is not just local residents, but people who work or study in the area, visitors, service users, businesses, parish councils, and local third sector groups.  It includes children and young people, as well as adults.  The duty is not to consult all of these people, but representatives of them.  The guidance states that authorities should ensure that they involve the people likely to be affected, including “hard to reach” groups, and that the involvement is not limited to those who “shout loudest”.  

7.
The guidance explains that authorities, including national park authorities, will need to consider what to do about this community involvement in relation to each of their functions.  Doing nothing by way of community involvement in relation to some particular function is an option, but only if the authority decides that this is the appropriate course in that case,.  Community involvement should also be co-ordinated between the authorities covering an area, to ensure an integrated approach (not easy for a National Park that spans two different two-tier areas of local government, both with separate police authorities and one with a separate fire authority).  In addition, it won’t have escaped Members’ attention that, in order to comply with the guidance, the National Park’s “national status” means our potential audience is around 60 million – rather more than a local authority!
8.
The guidance envisages that, depending on local circumstances, representatives of local persons should have opportunities such as :

· influencing or directly participating in decision-making;
· providing feedback on decisions, services, policies and outcomes;

· working with the authority on designing policies and services;

· carrying out some aspects of services for themselves;

· working with the authority in assessing services.


What the Authority currently does

9.
Officers consider that the Yorkshire Dales National Park Authority has a demonstrable track record of engaging with local people, partners and stakeholders at all stages of its work.  Members approved a consultation strategy (May 2007) detailing who we consult, the method of consultation and in what timeframe.  

10.
The Authority’s National Park Management Plan (NPMP) was developed with widespread input from an extremely broad spectrum of interested parties.  Moreover this Authority took the decision that, in the implementation of the Management Plan, the steering group responsible should be made up of representatives of a wide range of interests.  This group reports to the National Park Authority twice a year. 

11.
Members may recall that the National Park Authority Performance Assessment process (NPAPA), which reported in 2005, concluded that the National Park Authority had a strong relationship with those bodies that had a particular interest in the National Park and the work of the Authority.  

12.
One of our key audiences is clearly residents, and the results of the last residents’ survey (2004) showed direct mail is still the preferred method of consultation (Note: the results of the latest residents survey, currently underway, will be reported to Members in the very near future).  Based on this information, we mail out two editions of “Dales” newspaper to each household every year.  This gives information about recent activities, introduces new policies, invites comment, and provides feedback on previous actions via a “You Said, We Did” format.  
13.
Other consultation activities worth a specific mention are:
· the Statement of Community Involvement in relation to the Local Development Framework;

· Consultation relating to the National Park Management Plan and its implementation;

· feedback via “The Visitor”;

· the Local Access Forum;

· National Park Centres;

· Visitor surveys on a variety of topics (Open Access, customer satisfaction)

· the staff survey;

· consultation processes on planning applications, and public speaking at planning committees;

· planning satisfaction surveys.

14.
Since the duty has been announced, the Authority has been involved in assessing community engagement via the Craven Local Strategic Partnership and the North Yorkshire Strategic Partnership (NYSP).  This has led to a review of our own activities using the five forms of community engagement (informing, consulting, involving, collaborating and empowering) listed in the NYSP Community Engagement Framework.
15.
While overall we are extremely strong on the informing and consulting aspects, and are strong at collaborating  with groups via partnerships, we are only average at involving, and weak at empowering.  Some activities are excellent models for community engagement eg the Area Actions process, Statement of Community Involvement work, but they are resource intensive.  


The Future

16
The issue of community involvement, at all levels, in the Authority’s work is one that requires periodic assessment to ensure that we are delivering all that we possibly can, in the best way possible, taking account of the Authority’s capacity and limited resources.  Much of the Government’s focus on this issue is directly related to how organisations in the public sector deal with their “customers”.  This remains a live issue for the National Park Authority.  Many members will be aware that we are currently undertaking a structural review of the development control service which has involved a considerable amount of information gathering and analysis of customer attitudes.  

17.
Officers believe that the question of “customer care” is something worthy of further consideration across the breadth of the Authority’s duties and responsibilities.  Any examination of this Authority’s “performance” would benefit from external validation.  Officers have been looking at potential “frameworks” or “vehicles” for progressing this work.  Recently, officers attended a brief presentation on the “Customer Service Excellence Standard”.  This Government initiative/award is a beefed-up “charter mark”.  It appears to provide many of the challenges to which the Authority should be opening itself up, to ensure that its services remain customer-focussed.  Consequently, it is proposed that further investigation by the deputy chief executive and the Member Champion for Corporate Management is undertaken, with a report being brought back to the National Park Authority for further consideration.  
RECOMMENDATION
18.
That Members note the introduction of the statutory guidance on Creating Strong, Safe & Prosperous Communities, and authorise the deputy chief executive and Member Champion for Corporate Management to investigate whether the Authority should consider working toward the Customer Service Excellence Standard, and bring a further report back to the Authority.  
David Butterworth
Chief Executive
18 March 2009 
Background documents:
Statutory Guidance “Creating Strong, Safe & Prosperous Communities”, the authorities approved consultation strategy (May 2007)
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