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1 . Headline recommendations

The overall aim of the workshop was to draw on the experience of a wide range of civil society groups – the people already deeply involved in working with communities, in doing and being the Big Society - to develop a realistic and informed picture of the opportunities presented by the Government’s Big Society agenda, the barriers to realising those opportunities, and potential solutions. 
The outputs from the workshop are intended to  be of use to national and local Government in playing their part in ensuring that the potential for a genuine Big Society is realised, and to civil society groups in taking their work forwards. Our recommendations have been developed from a detailed analysis of the workshop results.
Recommendations to national and local Government

1. Infrastructure

· Local and national Government must ensure that they continue to invest in the capacity of civil society groups and organisations to build and enable the Big Society.

2. Empowerment

· People need access to information and meaningful engagement with decision-makers at all levels

· National and local Government have a responsibility to be responsive to civil society groups performing a ‘watchdog’ role

3. Equalities

· It is vital for the success of the Big Society that safeguards are built in to ensure that particular geographic areas or communities of interest are not disadvantaged
4. The Big Picture

· There is a need for co-ordination at a larger-than-local level to ensure that the wider national goal of sustainable development within environmental limits is achieved

· There is a need to work across administrative boundaries in order to address environmental issues on the physical scale at which they exist

5. Government priorities & the planning system

· The Government initiative to measure ‘general wellbeing’ was warmly welcomed

· Policy, strategy and investment decisions, and messages from Government, need to be clear that deficit reduction and economic growth must be achieved within the context of improving wellbeing and respecting environmental limits

· The planning system must give communities more and better opportunities to genuinely shape the future of their areas, and also provide a vehicle for identifying and delivering strategic environmental priorities

· It is vital to retain a strong and democratic planning system which is widely understood and therefore trusted.

Recommendations to civil society groups

1. Partnerships

· There needs to be a much greater role for partnership working, both within civil society and with the public and private sector. We will need to get better at sharing resources, skills, expertise & intelligence

2. Building communities, being creative, having fun

· Community-building activities are often needed before big issues and hard subjects can be tackled effectively – you need a community that feels and acts like a community before you can have a Big Society!

· We need to get better at appealing to a wider range of motivations for getting involved in environmental civil society action 

· There is an opportunity for a re-think of consumerist behaviour and of the perceived tensions between social, economic and environmental goals

3. Gap analysis

· Civil society groups are well-placed to play a ‘watchdog’ role, providing local and national Government with evidence of where things are not working, along with potential solutions from their experience of how to achieve better outcomes

4. Incorporate wider (social and economic) benefits

· We will need to get smarter at delivering and publicising a wide range of public and personal benefits, while still focusing on and achieving our core aims

2 . Introduction & context
This report presents the outcomes of a workshop run by North West Environment Link at Merci, an independent charity working to turn ideas into action for a more sustainable future, in Manchester in October 2010. 

The overall aim of the workshop was to draw on the experience of a wide range of civil society groups – the people already deeply involved in working with communities, in doing and being the Big Society - to develop a realistic and informed picture of the opportunities presented by the Government’s Big Society agenda, the barriers to realising those opportunities, and potential solutions. 

The recommendations arising  from the workshop are intended to  be of use to national and local Government in playing their part in ensuring that the potential for a genuine Big Society is realised, and to civil society groups in taking their work forwards.
65 practitioners and administrators from a wide range of North West environmental organisations attended this afternoon workshop. First, there were presentations from Kate Rawles (University of Cumbria & ‘Outdoor Philosopher’ and Angela Coulton (Head of Environment, Government Office North West) to set the scene and introduce key concepts. 

The first part of the afternoon involved facilitated working in small groups, discussing current projects and success stories, to gain a picture of what is already happening and to distil key principles for success.  Following this exercise, participants were asked to explore opportunities and barriers posed by the new Big Society agenda, followed by some creative brainstorming of solutions to these barriers. 
The hands-on toolkit for creative groupwork, Ketso, was used to gather participants' ideas and to allow a picture of the discussion to be built. Ketso is a social enterprise, developed from research into community engagement and effective group work at the University of Manchester (see www.ketso.com for more information). The participants were split into two groups, and were facilitated by Joanne Tippett from the University of Manchester and Paul Mahoney from Countryscape. Results from this workshop are discussed in Section 3. 
3. Interpreting key themes for action: Recommendations 
The outputs from the workshop are intended to  be of use to national and local Government in playing their part in ensuring that the potential for a genuine Big Society is realised, and to civil society groups in taking their work forwards. Our recommendations have been developed from a detailed analysis of the workshop results. All of the ideas from participants (the raw data) are recorded in accompanying spreadsheets, which can be downloaded separately from this report. Each recommendation is cross-referenced against the cross-cutting themes from which it was derived, and so can be directly traced back to the input of participants. 

Recommendations for national and local Government

1. Infrastructure

There was a lot of enthusiasm about the potential for involving more people in engaging with, caring for, protecting and improving the environment. Every participant was able to illustrate how community participation had delivered real benefits to communities and to the environment itself.

However, an almost universal strand to emerge was that without the supporting infrastructure, the chances of successful and sustained community action are massively reduced. Real community participation and leadership is essential for any civil society group or grassroots ‘movement’, but a key success factor is often the involvement of paid staff, either from the voluntary or public sectors, who are able to provide support such as:

· guidance and training; 

· technical, legal and financial advice; 

· skills, knowledge and expertise; 

· kickstarting projects and maintaining momentum through difficult times; 

· continuity and ‘institutional memory’; and 

· mentoring new and existing ‘activists’ and volunteers.

The returns to society, the economy and the environment as a whole as a result of the increases in quality and quantity of community action delivered by this investment in civil society ‘infrastructure’ are immense. It is the oil which enables the Big Society machine to function. Local and national Government must ensure that they continue to invest in the capacity of civil society groups and organisations to build and enable the Big Society. Without this empowering resource the whole concept is unlikely to succeed. This is particularly the case in communities (of interest as well as geographical) that currently experience disadvantage.

Without the support and continuity provided by both frontline and infrastructure voluntary sector organisations, and in many cases by local authorities (Local Agenda 21 officers and their successors were cited as being successful public sector catalysts and ‘maintainers’ of community action), there is a severe risk that community achievements and learning will be lost as groups lose momentum, or volunteer leaders and organisers move on, move away or otherwise cease to be involved, with the result that the same problems will continually re-emerge and attempts will be made to tackle them from scratch on a cyclical basis. There is also a need to build a strong community infrastructure to ensure continuity, and not to rely heavily on one or two charismatic individuals to drive action forwards.

While we acknowledge the Government’s commitment to train 5,000 community organisers, we are unclear as to the relationship they will have with existing organisers and civil society groups. There are many thousands of people already doing this type of work and they need to be supported to continue and expand their reach, not be put in competition with a new initiative.

(Cross-cutting themes: finance; support and facilitation; capacity-building; inequality and power; 

2. Empowerment

The Big Society agenda is all about empowering people and communities at a grassroots level. This is a clear message from Government and was also a theme that repeatedly surfaced in our discussions, along with the role of civil society groups in contributing to and harnessing that empowerment.

We address above the need for enabling support to empower communities to take positive actions and maintain the gains they make. But for the Big Society to be really meaningful, communities and civil society groups need to be engaged in the major decisions that affect their areas, as well as in direct service delivery and other activity. For people to be genuinely empowered to make change and to help shape their communities and environments, there are some pre-requisites that national and local Government must deliver.

Firstly, people need access to information. Government has made some very positive commitments about access to information held by the public sector. There is a need to follow this commitment through by ensuring that all relevant information is available in good time and in as easily accessible and understandable a form as possible.

Secondly, people need access to and meaningful engagement with decision-makers at all levels. The vision for a Big Society simply will not work if people are excluded from or sidelined in participation in important decisions that affect their locality. A fairer, greener planning system with the clear purpose of delivering sustainable development, ie development which meets social, environmental and economic goals in an integrated manner is one key means of achieving this. 

However, it is not the only one and local authorities must ensure that their communities and civil society have a clear and transparent means of engaging with all influential bodies. For example, it appears likely that the ways and extent to which Local Enterprise Partnerships will engage with civil society groups and communities of interest will vary widely across the country. The deliberations and decisions of bodies like Local Enterprise Partnerships must be open to public scrutiny and accountability.

National and local Government also have a responsibility to be responsive to civil society groups performing a ‘watchdog’ role, using their experience on the ground to alert Government to cases where the Big Society approach is not working, and suggesting solutions to deliver better outcomes.

(Cross-cutting themes: Democracy; accountability and gaps; planning system; inequality and power)

3. Equalities

The concern with the impact of Big Society on equalities was particularly noteworthy given that this was en event focused specifically the implications of Big Society for the environment. This demonstrates the inextricability of social, environmental and economic issues.

We recognise that Government has said that Big Society should not be about those who already have ‘loud voices’ (and the confidence, skills, time and other resources to dominate and capture resources) becoming even more dominant, but rather about empowering and building the capacity of people and communities who have little ‘voice’ to make the changes they want to see in their areas. However, we are not aware of any mechanisms that are likely to ensure that this happens.

It is vital for the success of the Big Society that safeguards are built in to ensure that particular geographic areas or communities of interest are not disadvantaged, particularly where this would compound existing inequalities. For example, monitoring of and engagement with community activity at a local authority level with a commitment to actively address identified inequalities in their area. Civil society groups have a useful ‘watchdog’ role to play in this respect, as well as in contributing to the empowerment and capacity building of disadvantaged communities, and national and local Government should commit to active engagement with civil society groups on an ongoing basis in order to get the best results from the Big Society.

(Cross-cutting themes: Inequality & power; capacity building; support & facilitation)

4. The Big Picture

Participants generally welcomed the principle of making decisions and taking action at the most local level possible, and with the greatest and most active community participation. However, there are some issues, such as climate change and biodiversity loss, that cannot be tackled solely at a local level or by non-state actors acting independently. There is a need to retain a strategic overview of, for example, the capacity of the natural environment to adapt to climate change, and the overall greenhouse gas emissions reductions that the country needs to achieve.

While local authorities and local communities will in many cases be best placed to decide how to achieve these aims, there is an absolute need for co-ordination at a larger-than-local level to ensure that the wider national goal of sustainable development within environmental limits is achieved. The aspirations of individual communities will need to be linked in to the aspirations of the country as a whole: we need joined-up thinking to deliver strategic environmental priorities.

There was also a recognised need to work across administrative boundaries (and possibly civil society groups’ and communities’ ‘traditional’ boundaries) in order to address environmental issues on the physical scale at which they exist – eg landscape, ecological network, or catchment scales, which will require both large-scale and long-term planning and action.

(Cross-cutting themes: sustainability and integration, levels of scale, planning system; inequality and power)

5. Government priorities & the planning system 

The Government initiative to measure ‘general wellbeing’ was warmly welcomed. The sole focus on GDP / GVA as a measure of progress and national / local success is a key flaw in the current system. The new indicator/s will require careful design but the very act of acknowledging that grossed-up income levels inadequately reflect quality of life should lead to a greater valuing of the contribution that civil society makes to the life of the country. It will also better enable Government and civil society groups to engage people as citizens, not merely as consumers: the ‘person as consumer’ narrative has been very disempowering, reducing people’s sphere of influence to one very small part of a multi-faceted life.

However, the Government’s primary focus on deficit reduction and economic growth – seemingly at any cost – caused a great deal of concern. Policy, strategy and investment decisions, and messages from Government, need to be clear that deficit reduction and economic growth will be achieved within the context of improving wellbeing and respecting environmental limits. 
The planning system is seen as a key point of engagement for people in helping to shape their local communities, economies and environments. Government has committed to much greater community involvement in planning, which is welcome in principle, although we have yet to see how it will be delivered in practice. However, there was concern that the system and its effectiveness at protecting the environment and genuinely enabling community participation has been weakened, and that these reforms will continue this trend. The planning system must give communities more and better opportunities to genuinely shape the future of their areas, and also provide a vehicle for identifying and delivering strategic environmental priorities. It must be seen to be transparent, strong and democratic if it is to be trusted.
(Cross-cutting themes: Planning system; accountability and gaps; perceptions; sustainability and integration;

Recommendations to civil society groups

1. Partnerships

There was a widespread recognition that in order for Big Society to become a reality in a time of austerity, there needs to be a much greater role for partnership working, both within civil society and with the public and private sector. We will need to share resources (potentially including funding and volunteers, as well as buildings, vehicles and other assets), skills & training, expertise, knowledge & intelligence, etc, as well as build stronger networks and alliances in order to achieve shared aims. We need to get better at learning from each other about what works and how, and also to do more in terms of outreach and education to generate greater understanding and support for environmental action.

This will be the case across communities of interest as well as geographies. The lack of strategic co-ordination referred to elsewhere may necessitate civil society groups working together across their traditional boundaries and borders. Different relationships will have to be built with statutory environmental agencies that will have different roles in the coming years, as well as with local authorities, where civil society may increasingly have to provide expert advice on, for example, local biodiversity interests, vulnerabilities and opportunities.

There is also an opportunity to build better relations with the private sector. As public sector resources dwindle, we may have to look increasingly to private resources to deliver our goals and appeal to models of corporate social responsibility. This could range from the provision of funds or sponsorship to staff volunteering, pro-bono use of skills and expertise, or shared use of resources. There is also potential if this approach is successful to influence the private sector to take less environmentally damaging decisions – although the danger remains that the bottom line will continue to trump wider concerns!

The opportunity for communities and civil society groups to take ownership of assets to improve their local areas could be a powerful lever, as could the emergence of new business models such as community interest companies and a renewed focus on social enterprise and renewed interest in localising food and energy production and consumption.

(Cross-cutting themes: Learning from each other; partnerships and sharing; business; assets and ownership; new business models; perceptions; sustainability and integration; use of natural resources)

2. Building communities, being creative, having fun

A strong message that came out from the workshops was that before you can have a Big Society you need a community that feels and acts like a community. The experience of a number of participants is that before big issues and hard subjects can be tackled effectively, there is often a need to engage in community-building activities, bringing people together in ways in which they can enjoy themselves and discover shared interests and commonalities. We mustn’t lose sight of the need to have fun! And we must also keep sight of the fact that wider and deeper community involvement in protecting and improvement the local and global environment can lead to greater community cohesion.

This is particularly in today’s communities which are often fragmented and not cohesive, where people may often not know their neighbours or have strong social ties in their immediate area. There may be built-in levels of mistrust or suspicion that need to be overcome before community action in the broadest and most genuine sense can be achieved. We need to get better at appealing to a wider range of motivations, and inspiring people through positive stories and the opportunity to have real and tangible impacts. 

There is no indication that people will be more time-rich – and if they do, they may well become more cash-poor, which is likely to focus their attention elsewhere. We will have to inspire people to take part in Big Society activity over competing uses of time and energy. There is an opportunity to provide more and a wider range of volunteering and activist opportunities which may attract people who have not previously been engaged.

While the Big Society is not a new thing under the sun, it may well provide the opportunity for new, creative and innovative ways of working and of involving volunteers and others. There is an opportunity for a re-think of consumerist behaviour and of the perceived tensions between social, economic and environmental goals, and a need for more outreach, awareness-raising and education, and to take advantage of people’s sense of pride and connection to their local area. More participation will lead to a greater sense of ownership, and, in theory, to greater behavioural change.

(Cross-cutting themes: Creativity and design; inequality and power; motivations; perceptions; volunteering opportunities)

3. Gap analysis

Civil society groups are in a good position to help turn the Big Society concept into a reality. But they are also in a good position to identify where it is not working, and where, for example, environmental harm or social inequalities are being exacerbated. They should use this position to play a ‘watchdog’ role, providing local and national Government with evidence of where things are not working, along with potential solutions from their experience of how to achieve better outcomes. Government should welcome and commit to acting on such intelligence as far as possible.
(Cross-cutting themes: Accountability and gaps; inequality and power; 

4. Incorporate wider (social and economic) benefits

The groups and individuals involved in this conference were in the main focused on environmental protection and improvement. However, there was a strong recognition that a healthy and attractive environment, and increased engagement with nature, as well as other well-documented benefits of being active in a community and volunteering, had important social and economic impacts as well.

Conservation groups and others with broadly environmental aims (eg waste reduction, energy efficiency) will need to get better at identifying, increasing and ‘selling’ their wider benefits in a time of increasing austerity and reductions in available resources. We will need to get smarter at delivering and publicising a wide range of public and personal benefits, while still focusing on and achieving our core aims.
(Cross-cutting themes: inequality and power; outdoor activities; sustainability and integration; volunteering opportunities)

4. Opportunities, barriers and solutions – Analysis of ‘Ketso’ results
A key aim of the day was to explore positive ways for the environmental sector to engage with the Big Society. To this end, participants spend an hour considering the opportunities presented by the Big Society, barriers and creative solutions to the barriers as well as ways to make the most of the opportunities. For this stage of the workshop, participants used the toolkit Ketso to gather and develop their ideas. 

Developed over many years of research and practice in the field of community development and sustainable design by Dr. Joanne Tippett at Manchester University, Ketso has proved to be effective in many stakeholder engagement contexts. Ketso comprises a table-top workspace and a variety of different colour pieces that participants use to express and record their ideas, opinions or questions. These pieces (‘leaves’ in Ketso terminology) are placed on the felt workspace so as to build up a shared picture of the thinking and discussions of the group.
This workshop progressed in stages, with a facilitator guiding participants through a series of questions around opportunities, barriers and solutions. Participants were asked to share and prioritise ideas. Each time a new stage of the workshop was introduced, participants had the opportunity to develop ideas on their own, before sharing them with the group. This session of the workshop yielded 612 ideas in an hour-long session. 

The ‘leaves’ come in different colours. For each workshop, ‘codes’ or meanings are attributed to each colour, enabling a highly visual record of ideas and understandable patterns to develop on the workspace. In this workshop, the following codes were used:

· Yellow
opportunities

· Grey
barriers

· Green
solutions

· White 
comments / questions

Ideas from participants, as noted on leaves, were entered into a spreadsheet, which was used to develop the analysis in this report. The following graphs show the total number of ideas developed, categorised by type of idea. 

Table 1 Number of ideas developed, shown by type of idea
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As can be seen, there were a considerable number of barriers discussed. It is notable, however, that the total number of opportunities and solutions is far greater than the number of barriers. The following ideas were highlighted as important by participants (represented by the icons placed by the leaves):

Opportunities:

· Opportunities to really work bottom-up

· Less bureaucracy preventing innovative ideas 

· Community ownership of assets

· Positive stories to motivate

· Single 'pot' funding, e.g. health, transport, environment

· Recognise value of core activities of environmental organisations and reward through payments

· Getting businesses to invest in their local area

· Environmental organisations to make better links with natural history societies and civic trusts

Barriers:

· Lack of regulation and governance of Big Society

· People need support to make things happen

· Removal / cutting of key organisations, Volunteering England + CVS projects

· [Lack of] information and knowledge

· Lack of investment

· [Lack of] funding, resources and support

· Tide going out; Agencies withdraw as volunteer sector steps forward

· Focus on small scale. No strategic oversight

· [Lack of] legitimacy

· Reluctance of power holders to give up power

· Losing what has been achieved

Key solutions that were suggested included: 

· Investment in citizenship training

· Direct investment in community leadership skills

· Skill share groups / events

· Giving people the tools they need

· Tackle inequalities (all kinds) by working in partnerships to change towards joined up sustainable living

· Governing body to ensure equal opportunities/fair practice

· Reform of democratic systems, i.e. planning, to allow more effective say

· Openness and transparency

· Use Localism and Decentralisation Bill powers to take control

· Change economic goals - contribution to long-term wellbeing

· Retain strategic oversight

· Environmental capacity should be key

· Some people will be more 'time-rich' in future

· Involve schools - young people to devote their free time

· Introduce national volunteering days - allow employees to try new / different things

Participants’ ideas were sorted according to themes that had been suggested as an organising structure (e.g. as they were arranged around the branches, which provided themes for the workshop), as well as those that participants suggested during the workshop. They were then sorted into clusters of ideas developed by participants; then according to: the ‘importance’ attached to the ideas by participants. They were then collated into groups of like meaning, assigning cross-cutting themes that emerged from the analysis of the ideas from each of the ten groups. 

The section below provides a brief discussion of the key themes to emerge from this analysis. 

a. Themes and analysis

Branches in Ketso are used to help structure the information and to provide themes. In this exercise, the branches were labelled Economics, Activities, Social, Environment (built), and Landscapes, a broad EASEL for ideas to stimulate new thinking and to make sure the breadth of possibilities was explored
. There was a blank branch on each workspace to allow for ideas that did not fit within these themes, or for exploration of a particular theme in more depth. These blank branches were used differently by the different groups, some used them for cross-cutting ideas, and a common theme to emerge was ‘Political’. 

As can be seen from the graph overleaf, there was more clustering of ideas around the themes of Economics and Social than any other theme, with both more ideas in general, and more barriers noted for these themes. The highest proportion of opportunities was also noted under the ‘Social’ theme. 

Table 2 Types of ideas shown against themes given to structure discussion
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Several cross-cutting themes emerged in the analysis of the data. These themes are shown below, in a graph displaying the number of ideas by leaf colour. They are then briefly discussed. The discussion includes ideas that were highlighted by each group in the final plenary feedback.  

Table 3 Cross-cutting themes
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The cross-cutting theme that had the most coverage was ‘Finance’, perhaps not altogether surprisingly, given the nature of current budget cuts. What is interesting to note, however, is the high proportion of solutions proposed relative to perceived problems. 

The theme that emerged with the second most regularity was that of ‘Sustainability and integration’ Whilst some key concerns were expressed in this general area, including a concern that the localism agenda could lead to a lack of strategic oversight and a loss of focus on sustainability and integration, there were a great many opportunities noted. Opportunities included the possibilities for organisations to forge new links, and for a more holistic approach to development to emerge. It was noted, however, that ‘environmental capacity should be key’ in future decision making, and there was a need to ‘retain strategic oversight’. Several people were concerned there was a danger of ‘loosing what has been achieved’, in particular with regards to the significant work that has been done in the last few years developing a strategic and integrated approach to sustainability in the North West. 

A major theme to emerge was ‘Inequality and power’. This is striking in a group composed of environmentally orientated organisations. There was a good deal of discussion around the issue of inequality in the feedback session, with concerns expressed around the fact that people who are poor have less resources and often less time to engage in the Big Society. There was a concern that without careful attention to building capacity and truly democratic ways to engage with people in less privileged areas and circumstances, that inequality could become more entrenched. It was seen that tackling inequality was key in a move towards joined-up, sustainable living. 

There was also a concern about the possibility for commercial interests and those with more resources and access being able to subvert local democracy, without structures in place to ensure that the voices of those with less power are heard and taken account of in decision making. 

A major theme to emerge was that of ‘Support and facilitation’. There were fewer opportunities noted in this area, and a high proportion of possible barriers and solutions. In general, there was interest was clearly expressed in making the most of the opportunities provided by the Big Society. A note of caution, however, stemmed from years of working with volunteers in the environmental sector; it takes support and facilitation to make the most of volunteer working. There was real concern that the important role of support and coordinating organisations, such as the Wildlife Trusts, Red Rose Forest and BTCV, could be downplayed in a turn to the local. Key lessons for success from the first stage of the workshop included the role of such organisations in providing structure and support to local and voluntary groups. It was also noted that this needed to be ongoing, as the enthusiasm and capacity in local groups is not constant, and needs occasional boosts and injections of support to maintain their momentum. There were many creative solutions offered in this area, with a strong focus on the need to build capacity and provide good quality skills training. There was a sense that if people are given the tools they need and signposted towards appropriate support, people can help and do a lot. There was awareness, however, that support is essential, and with some funding there can be huge returns on investment. 

Related themes with a large degree of discussion were the important emergent themes of: ‘Capacity building’, ‘Partnerships and sharing’ and ‘Learning from each other’. 

A related theme discussed was that of ‘Motivation’. This was one of four cross-cutting themes with the highest relative proportion of ‘barriers’ noted. ‘Time’ was an important theme. There was a real concern expressed that people were very busy, and especially if they were struggling to make ends meet, and would not have the time to devote to all the important issues required by the Big Society. , ‘Perceptions’ (in particular to do with the nature of the environment and economic tradeoffs) were discussed at length. Particular problems in this area included:

· Perception that money is everything

· People not always informed about environmental issues

· The need to take account of environmental limits is not given sufficient credence

· Perceived cost-cutting exercise

· Volunteers perceived as taking staff jobs

· Lack of urgency 

· Compensation culture

· Negativity

· Fear

· Unrealistic expectations - loss of reputation

Key opportunities were: ‘make volunteering the 'norm' for all people not the exception’, ‘Greater 'ownership' by participants’ and ‘local/ civic pride’. A solution that was mentioned was the need to: ‘avert public perception that only priority for next 5 years is economic development’. 

‘Accountability and gaps’ was the fourth theme with a high proportion of ‘barriers’. Discussion focused on the need for strategic oversight, and awareness that there was a real need to hold groups and government accountable to longer term aims and to maintaining environmental and social capital for the future.  

The concerns expressed around a possible lack of accountability and key environmental concerns being missed though gaps in current policy focus, was linked to the discussion around ‘Levels of scale’. There was a generally positive approach to the localism agenda and the emphasis on people working at a local level to improve their areas and well-being. There was a real concern, however, that a focus on the local could lead to key issues that need tackling at larger levels of scale, such as climate change mitigation and adaptation, to be neglected. There was a real awareness as well that the landscape level of scale, for water management, green infrastructure development and the protection and maintenance of biodiversity and key habitats requires a view beyond the local. 

There was also some heated debate about the role of the planning system, and some deep concerns expressed that a system which has been put in place to protect key environmental and cultural assets may be weakened to the point where serious erosion of natural and cultural capital could occur quite quickly. An opportunity noted in this area was: ‘existing opportunities for communities to take part in planning processes must be taken advantage of and must not be lost’. Specific suggestions that were made were: ‘Supplementary Planning Documents should be retained and given sufficient weight in local planning’ and a related solution, ‘Village design statements and town and parish plans bring communities together and can result in Supplementary Planning Documents’. 

The issues of ‘Assets and ownership’ had proportionately less ideas discussed, but these were highlighted as important by several of the participants, in particular with regards to the ownership of key areas of natural habitat. Concerns were expressed about the possibility of key natural assets being sold and being open to development, but there was a real awareness that there was a major opportunity to secure assets for long-term stewardship by environmental organisations. Concerns were raised about how to fund long-term management of these areas. 

There were a very high proportion of opportunities noted under the general themes of ‘Volunteering’ and ‘New business models’, showing a willingness to engage with the new agenda and to make the most of the opportunities suggested by a new approach to governance. 

There was a general sense of willingness to approach the Big Society in a creative and positive way, with many possible opportunities noted and discussed. There was a plea not to conflate the Big Society only with budget cuts, and rather to seize the opportunity of re-imagining how we make progress and work together as a society. There were several notes of caution, however, and a serious discussion about how best to position the learning from years of voluntary and grassroots engagement into the Big Society. This would mean that key lessons learned and capacity built in the existing networks and organisations could be maximised. It would also ensure that we do not lose sight of the key issues of sustainability and environmental capital in the next few years. 

A major theme of concern was that of inequality and the need to carefully consider issues of power. There was a real sense of opportunity for the environmental sector to work in a holistic manner with the social and economic sectors, and a willingness to explore new ways of working in partnership, sharing resources and skills and learning from each other. 

The authors and organisers would like to say a big thank you to participants for their enthusiasm and the quality and creativity of their thinking. 






















































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































� This framework emerged in research into community participation at the University of Manchester; see Tippett, J., Handley, J. F. and Ravetz, J. 2007. 'Meeting the challenges of sustainable development—A conceptual appraisal of a new methodology for participatory ecological planning.' Progress in Planning, 67 (1).
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