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	Date of Meeting
	02 February 2009

	Officer
	Chief Executive

	Subject of Report
	Sustainable Communities Act – Developing a Dorset Approach

	Executive Summary
	The Sustainable Communities Act 2007 provides a channel for local people to ask central government to promote the sustainability of their local area.  Through community consultation local authorities develop proposals which are put forward to the Secretary of State.  This report outlines a collaborative approach to take forward the desire of the County Council and six District/Borough Councils to work together on a response to this Act.

	Budget/Risk Implications
	At this stage it is considered within the scope of existing resources to take this work forward and handle the assessments received.

Budget implications may arise at a later date when further information is known regarding the number, nature and scope of the proposals received.



	Recommendation
	That the Cabinet agrees:

1. A collaborative approach working with the district and borough councils as outlined in the report in section 3.
2. The proposed timetable and implementation details in Appendix 3 which includes the short listing by each local authority of proposals specific to that authority.

3. The process to be followed within Dorset County Council to progress any county-wide proposals as outlined in section 4.

	Reason for Recommendation
	To provide a joined up and cost effective approach to implementing new legislation.  The proposed collaborative approach supports the principle of improved multi-tier working set out in the Pathfinder and community empowerment principles, and reduces the workload of individual authorities.

	Appendices
	Appendix 1 – Sustainable Communities Act 2007 – a summary
Appendix 2 - Local Government Association – Selector role

Appendix 3 – Outline of proposed timetable and process

	Background Papers
	Sustainable Communities Act 2007: A Guide  published by Department for Communities and Local Government

	Report Originator and Contact
	Name:
Jacqueline Hutchings, Partnerships and Communities Officer
Tel:
01305 224271
Email:
j.hutchings@dorsetcc.gov.uk


1. Background
1.1  
The Sustainable Communities Act 2007 provides a channel for local people to ask central government to promote the sustainability of their local area.  Through community consultation local authorities develop proposals which are put forward to the Secretary of State.  At its meeting on 15 January 2009, the Dorset Chief Executives’ Group took stock of the Sustainable Communities Act 2007 (see Appendix 1 for a summary). It was agreed to recommend a collaborative approach by all authorities for identifying and putting forward local proposals to the Secretary of State which will utilise existing community planning mechanisms to consult with local communities.
1.2 From a national perspective the procedure for identifying and short listing local proposals was initiated when the Secretary of State invited local authorities to make proposals to promote the sustainability of their local area and can be summarised as:
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2. Developing a Dorset Approach
2.1 
This report recommends a collaborative approach by all authorities for identifying and putting forward local proposals to the Secretary of State utilising existing community planning mechanisms to consult with local communities.  

2.2
This approach:

· Meets the criteria and principles of Local Government Association (LGA) approach.  (The LGA is acting as ‘selector’ for the process, i.e. creating a national shortlist of proposals which will be submitted to the Secretary of State.)

· Supports Pathfinder principles.

· Supports community empowerment principles – one approach will be easier for people to understand and get involved.

2.3
Three key factors have been considered in developing a Dorset approach: the statutory guidance for the Act, the information currently available from the LGA on its role as the ‘selector’ for short listing proposals, and practical considerations. 

2.3.1
Statutory Guidance
The statutory guidance for proposals under the act is published as Annex 1 in the statutory guidance Creating Strong, Safe and Prosperous Communities.  The key points are:

· The requirements for local authorities to:

· Establish or recognise a panel or panels of representatives and consult it        before making any proposals. 

· Take reasonable steps to ensure the inclusion of persons from under-represented groups on the panel(s). 

· The statement that local authorities will want to consult parish councils in their area.

· The direction that local authorities should try to reach an agreement with the panel(s) on which proposals will be submitted to the Local Government Association (LGA).

2.3.2
LGA Selector role
The deadline for the submission of proposals to the LGA is 31 July 2009.  Appendix 2 outlines the general criteria and principles to be used by the LGA in creating national shortlist of proposals.

2.3.3
Practical considerations
A number of practical considerations and constraints were taken into account in developing the proposed approach and timetable:

· Timing: The number of steps to be taken, approvals required and the national deadline result in little flexibility in developing the timetable.

· Local Spending Reports: The current uncertainty regarding the scope and publication date of the Local Spending Reports poses difficulties for people and groups planning to submit proposals and for local authorities setting timelines (see chart below for details).
· Future capacity issues:  It is not possible to predict the numbers, nature and scope of the proposals that will be received and therefore it is difficult to provide estimates regarding staffing or budget requirements.  However it is proposed that at this stage what we are seeking to put in place can be covered using existing resources.
3. A collaborative cross-Dorset approach
3.1
The proposed timetable and process are outlined in Appendix 3.  The proposed collaborative approach is outlined below
1. That the seven local authorities develop and implement a joint communications plan.  Key elements of this will include:

i) A single application package with a common application form and common guidance for preparing proposals (including reference to community strategies).

ii) A common deadline for applications

iii) A shared initial assessment of proposals received incorporating legal advice

iv) A shared method for applicants to track the progress of their submissions.

v) Common criteria for responding to applicants and representative panels on the short listing or otherwise of proposals.
2. That each local authority:

i) Endorses the principle of utilising existing community planning mechanisms to consult with and try to reach agreement with local communities.

ii) Identifies existing mechanisms or creates its own local representative panel(s) as appropriate.

iii) Receives, processes, short lists and submits proposals directly to the LGA.


3. That, subject to all seven authorities agreeing the shared approach, a Task and Finish group be established with a named chair, a lead officer from each authority, a lawyer and a communications officer.  The group will be responsible for:

i) The development and implementation of the communications plan.

ii) The setting of final timelines and deadlines.

iii) Liaison throughout the short listing process, e.g. for linking appropriate proposals across part or all of the county.

iv) A final report on all aspects of the process including recommendations for change for future rounds of submissions.  The report will be submitted once the Secretary of State has reached a decision on which proposals will be implemented.
4. How county-wide proposals will be progressed by Dorset County Council
It is proposed that the County Council follow the approach set out below to shortlist any proposals which it receives.  

1. Nominate Partnerships & Communities Manager as County Council representatives on task and finish group.

2. Use the Dorset Strategic Partnership (DSP) as the county’s representative panel supplemented as noted in the report to ensure consultation with under-represented groups.  The utilisation of the DSP supports the principle of using existing community planning mechanisms.  It is recognised that it may be necessary take additional measures such as a cross-Dorset event as noted in Appendix 3 to ensure adequate representation from under-represented groups.  The nature and need for these measures will in part be determined by the nature of the proposals received.
3. Given that County Council elections take place during this period, is proposed that an information and consultation event be held for elected members during the period 15 to 30 June.  This timeline would enable new members to become familiar with the Sustainable Communities Act and its implications for the county council.  This could be supplemented, if required, by a written briefing about the proposals.  A summary of the responses would form part of the report to Cabinet recommending which proposals should be short listed.

5. Conclusion

4.1 This report recommends a collaborative approach by all Dorset local authorities for identifying and putting forward local proposals to the Secretary of State.  Such an approach supports both Pathfinder and community empowerment principles: it is effective, reduces the workload of individual authorities, provides a simple single point of access for the community and makes best use of the existing community planning mechanisms to engage the community in the short listing of proposals. 

4.2 The approach to short listing proposals received by the county council is in line with the collaborative approach, ensures that under-represented groups have a voice and that members are enabled to participate in and contribute to the development of the short list.
David Jenkins

Chief Executive

January 2009 

Appendix 1

Sustainable Communities Act 2007

Purpose:

The underlying principle is that local people know best what needs to be done but that central government may sometimes need to act to enable them to do so, for example by transferring functions from one body to another (including responsibility for the funding linked to that function).  

The Act:
1. Encourages the improvement of the economic, social or environmental well-being of the authority’s area, including participation in civic and political activity. 

2. Offers an opportunity for councils and communities to put forward new thinking on how to meet the challenges of sustainability of local communities. 

3. Strengthens local democracy and ensures greater accountability by providing a channel for local people to ask central government to promote the sustainability of their local area.

4. Provides a local authority with flexibility to overcome traditional limitations and gives the local authority an opportunity to take a more proactive leadership role.

5. Is based on the principle of ‘well-being’, as highlighted in the Local Government Act 2000.  Councils should consider this as a ‘power of first resort’ to improve or promote economic, social or environmental well-being.

Key provisions
1. The Secretary of State will publish local spending reports, statements showing the scope of public spending by all bodies exercising public functions in the area.

2. Local proposals from councils can be put forward to the Secretary of State.

3. Councils should develop proposals through wider community consultation using some kind of panel of local people and should seek to reach agreement with that panel on the proposals to be put forward. The aim of using community consultation through panels is to include representatives of local people from under-represented groups, which is similar to the ‘duty to involve’ in the Local Government and Public Involvement in Health Act 2007.

4. In developing proposals, councils should have regard to a range of sustainability issues such as local production of goods, local food, transport, energy use and others.

5. The local proposals will be short-listed nationally by a ‘selector’ appointed by the Secretary of State and representing the interests of local government.  (The Local Government Association will fulfil this role.)  The short list will be put to the Secretary of State for a decision.  
6. The Secretary of State must publish the decision made and the reasons for that decision, together with a statement of action (action plan).  If the action plan has not been implemented, the Secretary of State must publish and lay before Parliament a report describing progress which has been made in relation to proposals.

The Secretary of State must make regulations about the procedure to be followed in relation to proposals.

Appendix 2

Local Government Association - Selector role

The deadline for the submission of proposals to the LGA is 31 July 2009.  In a speech at the launch of the Act on 14 October 2008 Cllr Chris Millar of the LGA Executive outlined the approach and principles that the LGA will use in its role as Selector:

Questions to be asked in creating a shortlist (formal criteria will be published):
· The most important question, the core of the assessment of each proposal, is how does the proposal contribute to the creation of more sustainable communities in the represented area?  Will it improve the economic, social or environmental well-being of an area or part of area, including participation in civic and political activity?

· Does the proposal need the Act?  Does it require national action of some kind, e.g. policy, public spending, transfer of functions, a change in legislation, changes in how a public service is run?

· Have the other requirements of the Act been met?  The Act requires councils to involve a community panel or panels in deliberating about proposals, and to seek to reach agreement with them. The Act also requires that steps are taken to ensure that under-represented groups are involved in these discussions and the LGA will want to know that this has happened.

· If the proposal involves transfer of service or function to another provider, has that body been consulted?

Principles by which LGA will fulfil role of Selector
· Taking sustainability seriously, including climate change and economic sustainability.

· Ensuring a voice for local communities:

· Encouraging authorities to be creative in how they engage the wider community in this Act.  

· Considering proposals that strengthen participation in civic and political activity (The Act includes this in its definition of sustainability.), e.g. budgets and services currently run by quangos or national bodies that might be better run under local democratic control such as trusts or parish or town councils and thus contribute to  the self-government of communities.

· Evidence of community support for proposals.

· Considering all ideas large and small because every place is different and services do not have to run the same way everywhere.

· Being committed to openness e.g. by encouraging councils to publish their early ideas to help spread awareness and to work with each other and by  operating the Selector Panel in an open way with clear well argued reasons for every decision.

· Encouraging imagination and innovation resulting from councils and communities holding local dialogues about improving the environment where people live, enhancing its distinctiveness, strengthening the local economy and taking responsibility for making it better.

Appendix 3

Outline of proposed timetable and process:
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Joint Local Authority (LA) Planning by task and finish group e.g.


Communications plan


Timeline and deadlines


Identifying application pack documentation





Formal report to each local authority to agree the process to be used.   
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identify its representative panels 


develop a plan to review and short list proposals based on current community planning mechanisms.
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Joint LA launch and ongoing communications e.g.
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How to make submissions and the deadline


An application form and completion guidance
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LGA selection criteria and principles, useful websites


Local authority selection criteria e.g. sustainable                 community strategy priorities
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Joint deadline for receipt of proposals.








Task and finish group conducts initial sift to identify proposals relevant to the Sustainable Communities Act and to assess the appropriate local authority(ies) to review all proposals (including those not relevant to the Act).





Each LA implements its review and short listing process -


Consults with panel(s)


Tries to reach agreement with panels on proposals to be submitted








Cross-Dorset event to provide opportunity for local authorities to consult with under-represented groups on all proposals received.  (Details to be finalised when proposals received.)





Each LA prepares and approves final proposals








Deadline for submitting proposals to LGA





Each LA:  


Responds to all applicants explaining how and why their proposals have been dealt with and signposting (if appropriate) ways in which unsuccessful proposals might be progressed


Reports back to panels on which proposals were submitted to the LGA and why others were not.











