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Report to : Stokesley Area Forum
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Subject : Review of Area Forums and Links to Area Groups
Author: Sam Swinbank, Partnerships Manager
Background/Context :

DISTRICT COUNCIL AREA FORUMS

1.

In September 2008 the Council agreed to the creation of Area Forums as part of its political
structures. The aims for the Area Forums were very specific - to improve the Council's
community engagement, to provide the basis for a more local delivery for the Council's
priorities and to provide an opportunity for Ward Councillors to take more of a community
leadership role. The Area Forums have now been operating for over two years with a total of
13 cycles of meetings from which to draw experience.

Reviewing the operation and success of the Forums has been an ongoing process. Since
their establishment there has been on-going dialogue involving the lead officers, Forum
Chairmen and individual Members:

e Quarterly meeting of Lead officers prior to each round of meetings to review operational
issues, plan meetings and ensure co-ordination;

e Six monthly meetings of the Chairmen and lead officers to programme manage the
Forums and pre-plan agendas.

e Meeting of Chairmen and lead officers specifically to examine the operation of the
Forums and areas for improvement. An Improvement Plan is being implemented
addressing administrative and operational issues rather than the broader strategic issues
of community engagement, local delivery of services and leadership.

The Safety and Health Overview and Scrutiny Committee has undertaken 2 mini reviews of
Area Forums on 7 July 2009 and 27 April 2010. The main recommendation from the first
meeting was to improve publicity and marketing. At the second, more fundamental changes
were recommended including reducing the frequency of meetings to one annual meeting with
ad-hoc meetings called as and when local issues arise, reinstating the Parish Council liaison
meetings and exploring partnership working with NYCC. These recommendations have not
yet been implemented, although NYCC have agreed that their Area Committees will continue
and any issues relevant to the local area will be shared with the Area Forum.

When the Area Forums were established in 2008 a nominated Elected Member
representative was requested to attend the LSP Area Group meetings to represent the
District Council and ensure effective communications between the two structures. The Area
Forums also receive an update report at each meeting on projects identified in the Area
Groups Action Plan that the District Council is leading on.

LSP AREA GROUPS

5.

In 2001 the District Council supported the establishment of 5 Area Groups - community led
forums based around the 5 market towns and their surrounding rural areas. Each Group is
chaired by a member of the local community (with the exception of Stokesley which is
chaired by a District Councillor) and is open to local residents and groups, with
representation from Parish, Town, District & County Councils. Each has a constitution and
bank account and can apply for and manage funding for projects. Group meetings take




place bi-monthly and over the years each Group has established a number of sub groups
and working groups to take specific priority projects forward. When the Local Strategic
Partnership was established in 2002, the Area Groups were included in the structure, to
provide an input from the local community.

The role of the Area Groups is to identify local issues and needs, develop and deliver
projects and lobby and influence service providers through the Hambleton Local Strategic
Partnership. Each Group has evolved at a different pace, some have benefited from
additional investment such as Market Towns Initiative and Renaissance Market Towns,
however all have successfully delivered a substantial number of projects of benefit to the
local community and have a diverse range of projects that they are currently working on.

During the independent Peer Review of the LSP in 2009, the success of the 5 Area Groups
and bottom up, community led approach was recognised as a key strength of partnership
working in the District. The Review Team also highlighted the need to clarify roles and
responsibilities at an area level because of the 2 sets of area based structures.

A recent survey of Area Group members has provided positive feedback in terms of their
contribution to the community, attendance and support, links with Parishes and ability to
lobby strategic partners. A number of areas for improvement have also been identified to
strengthen representation on the groups and ensuring the groups get sufficient publicity for
the work that they are doing.

The Hambleton LSP has recently reviewed its structure and operation and has agreed a
more streamlined joint structure with Richmondshire, which was formally adopted in March
2011. The relationship with the Area Groups remains a priority for the new Strategic Forum
as a key mechanism for all partners to engage with and support communities — this also
supports the national agendas of Localism and Big Society.

KEY ISSUES WITH AREA FORUMS:

10.

11.

12.

13.

Some aspects of the Area Forums have operated well, for example engagement by
Members. Members have been confident in debating matters in public and comfortable with
the flexible format that the Forums offer. Themed debates in the Area Forums on important
local issues has also been a success including the early Forums where the LDF Allocations
document was considered and latterly at Thirsk and Northallerton where there have been
specific meetings to deal with contentious local issues such as the Thirsk TIC and the
Northallerton Northern Development Area.

However, the key aims of engagement, local delivery and leadership are less successful and
this has prompted calls by Members for a review. There also remains uncertainty about the
relationship with the LSP Area Groups and lack of involvement from Parish Councils.

Engagement — Attendance by members of the community has generally been low apart from
those meetings mentioned above. There has been a low level of awareness and interest in
the Forums and they have failed to catch the community’s imagination. Parish Council
involvement has also been minimal despite specific invitations to each meeting. As
highlighted above there is also confusion in some areas with distinction between the Forum
and LSP Area Group.

Local Delivery - Important aspects of local delivery are involving communities in designing

services and policies that reflect local needs and also taking local actions to address local

issues. Local delivery is key to community engagement - if there is a real opportunity to

achieve local action there is an incentive for good community attendance. The current

approach is weak in this respect because:

o the link between the Area Forums and the Council’s decision making structures such as
Cabinet is weak;




e there is no link between the Area Forums and the Council’s core strategies and plans
which could give the Forums the opportunity to influence and determine local priorities.
Without meaningful links there is a danger that the Area Forums are becoming little more
than at best area surgeries dealing with community questions and at worst “talking
shops”.

14. Leadership - With a few exceptions Members are not using the Forums to support their
community leadership role by raising issues of local concern. The standard agenda item
seeking future agenda items brings little response from Members. At present the Forums are
a missed opportunity for Members to raise the profile of local issues.

Summary :

15. The Council's Area Forums and the LSP Area Groups both operate at the local community

level and cover the same geographical area, the Forums are a Council based structure and
the Area Groups are community based structure independent of the Council. With regard to
the role and purpose of each there is some overlap, but also some separate objectives
individual to each.

OPTIONS FOR THE FUTURE:

16.

For the future there are a number of options for the Council in relation to its approach to area
based working, these include:

» Maintaining the status quo, acknowledging and addressing areas for improvement

» Reducing the frequency of the Forum meetings to 1 a year but creating the flexibility to
have more meetings at the request of Members to consider specific local issues where
there is particular community interest. The annual meeting could be timed to link to the
cycle for key decisions such as budget setting, the preparation of the Council Plan and
priorities to provide a local input. Alongside this would be the reinstatement of an annual
Parish Council liaison meeting to maintain good relations with Parish Councils

» Undertaking a dialogue with the LSP Area Groups to explore possibility of the developing
of a single area based structure

Recommendations :

It is recommended that Area Forum members:

» Provide their view on the options for the future of the Area Forums which will feed into a

report to Cabinet

» Agree that views of the LSP Area Groups are also sought on how area based working can be

most effective




