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SURF OPEN FORUM - SUMMARY OUTCOMES PAPER ON:
‘Community Planning Partnerships and Regeneration - The Pursuit and Importance of Skills and Learning’

Held in Glasgow on Thursday 26th January 2006 

Plenary speakers:

·   Sylvia Crick              
ARK Housing Association
·   Roberta Downes       Glasgow Council for Voluntary Services
·   Jim Carruth

Communities Scotland, Scottish Centre for Regeneration
Chair:  Edward Harkins        
SURF Networking Initiatives
Participants: A range of over 70 participants from community and voluntary sector organisations and intermediaries, Community Planning Partnerships (CPPs), Social Inclusion Partnerships (SIPs), Local Authorities, Further Education Institutions and other partnership bodies and funding agencies, such as Communities Scotland and Scottish Enterprise, and private sector companies.

Key Issues arising from plenary and workshops:
· Commitment of the Local Authority partner is essential to getting Learning onto the agendas at the highest levels of CPPs. Commitment has to be demonstrated by Chief Executives etc; but has to also be demonstrated at all levels in CPPs. Participants generally welcomed any development of ways and means of getting Learning higher up the agenda of CP partners and to enable CPPs to think of themselves as learning organisations. The Communities Scotland Learning pack was seen by participants as a way of persuading the individuals ‘with most say’ of the importance of Learning and the need for action. In this context, participants welcomed and supported Communities Scotland’s pilot exercises with Local Authority members on the Learning & Skills pack
· Participants’ experiences with CPPs indicate there are serious gaps in Learning. For example CPPs are not audited on their Learning performance; ‘the ticking of boxes on checklists’ remains prevalent in the view of many participants. There was little evidence of a transfer and uptake of good practice between CPPs. Participants saw this as understandable given that most CPPs are still in an early development stage – but they now needed to move quickly forward on transfer of Learning.
· The general feeling on the presentation from Ark Housing was that it showed what was possible with a client led agenda for skills development. This was widely praised by the group. There was a similar reaction to the GCVS presentation, that focused on positive action from communities, through learning the skills of engagement and group action.

· Dissemination of practice and experience was agreed by all participants to be important. Participants welcomed the commitment from Communities Scotland to continue to input to events such as this Forum to widen awareness and understanding of the Learning & Skills pack. Some participants commented that obtaining copies of the pack was difficult, with the need to have to go through a number of contacts. Participants generally felt it contained much useful information, but there were a few comments like “you might have to dig through to find it, is it trying to cover too many bases?”
· A widely supported view among participants was the importance of adequate and flexible timescales for building a Learning Culture, as well as for learning itself. This was partly because participants saw culture change coming more from individuals than organisations themselves. Nevertheless, for participants, Learning needs to be part of an organisation’s ‘way of thinking’. They saw the need for middle management ‘champions of change’, as well senior management. All of this requires time. In this context, the Learning and Skills pack offers a sound and comprehensive framework for a shared examination and agreement on ‘what needs to be done’ and how.

· Participants argued that it is not just skills that are required. Confidence is a key issue for people who are new to regeneration and planning processes. Simple things can be effective. Participants suggested, for example, that the organisation of meetings should change to accommodate new people from diverse backgrounds. A related issue for participants was the need to work on aspirations, given that many communities have been left with very low expectations.
· Participants agreed that voluntary groups have a role to play in reaching out to communities that have become cynical after witnessing the introduction of policy after policy, but not being able to see or understand consequent change. Ark housing showed what is achievable from the ground up. Many participants feared that the most excluded members of society will still be excluded under community planning; voluntary and community organisations were seen to have a role to engage with these people and act as a bridge for their views to decision makers.

· For many participants there is an issue with the value and trust that is placed on the opinions from the voluntary and community sector by the professional and political decision makers in Community Planning and Regeneration. There is huge evidence of highly competent, productive work happening all over the voluntary/community sector; but participants from the sector saw little sign that the sector is gaining (or being given?) a more ‘professional’ reputation amongst the decision makers.
· Participants debated the question of ‘what is effective community engagement?’ It was understood that we must let communities know we that we want to hear their views; but participants had different views on whether engagement should be only on issues that a community can actually have an effect on. Participants agreed that ‘empowering’ was a good, guiding value on these things, even if it was a bit vague. Participants speaking from positive experiences recommended the use of visual representation to illustrate what effective community engagement looks like.
Purpose of this Paper: This paper is intended to encapsulate the general flow of this inter-active forum comprising of the above plenary programme and subsequent workshops. It is not possible to reiterate every nuance and detail. The views stated reflect, wherever possible, the broadest consensus views of the forum participants. The paper is, for purposes of context, necessarily repetitive in parts.

Background to the Forum: SURF delivers a national programme of Open Forums with the aim of offering its networking service to all of the main regeneration practitioners across CPPs in Scotland. This networking activity is funded by Communities Scotland. SURF will continue to act as the independent facilitator for the network, bringing together key players, and produce constructive Outcome Papers to help inform policy decision-making and practice.
For any clarification or additional information contact:
Edward Harkins

Networking Initiatives

SURF

edward@scotregen.co.uk
0141 585 6850 9 (Direct Line Weds to Fridays)
