	[image: image3.jpg]



	[image: image2.jpg]VSNW






[image: image2.jpg]

Big Society, localism and the environment

The purpose of this briefing, provided by North West Environment Link (NWEL), is to highlight:
· The findings & proceedings of NWEL’s Big Society and the Environment Conference
· The ensuing recommendations to Government and civil society groups
· How to campaign for the environment with NWEL
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Introduction & context
At the Big Society and the Environment Conference representatives from environmental networks and groups from across the North West were able to explore the inter-relationship between environmental, social and economic wellbeing. This was a major event for the region’s environmental sector.
We asked: How can civil society groups help build a “Big Society” that has a sound vision of sustainability and the environment?
As a consequence, a series of recommendations
 were made, for government (national and local) and for civil society groups, in order to realise a genuine Big Society. They are presented below as headlines only, and are tackled in much greater detail in the full conference report:
Big Society and the Environment Conference Report
Recommendations to 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 organisations

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
Methodology
The recommendations presented here are tackled in much more depth in the conference report, at www.vsnw.org.uk/networks/nwel. Further details of the day as well as the raw data from the workshops can be found at the same location. Each full recommendation in the conference report is cross-referenced to the relevant themes from the raw data that it is derived from, and so can be directly traced back to the input of participants.
65 practitioners and administrators from a wide range of North West environmental organisations attended. Kate Rawles (University of Cumbria & ‘Outdoor Philosopher’ and Angela Coulton (Head of Environment, Government Office North West) also delivered presentations 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.
Our thanks to Merci, an independent charity working to turn ideas into action for a more sustainable future, who helped to pull together the thinking at the event.

Campaigning for the environment

Copies of the conference report have been sent to key Ministers and other organisations involved in the development of the Big Society. NWEL is actively considering further work that can be done by and within its network on the themes of Big Society, localism and the environment, using this conference and its outcomes as a springboard, and your input would be very welcome. Please contact Peter Wilson at pwilson@lancswt.org.uk for further information or to contribute to this emerging area of work.

VSNW (Voluntary Sector North West) is the regional voluntary sector network for the North West. The purpose of VSNW is to ensure that the voluntary and community sector (VCS), in all its diversity, takes its full part in shaping the future of the North West.

VSNW works with 150 members which

· work across the region directly supporting and delivering services for individuals, or

· are VCS infrastructure organisations (LIOs) that work with local voluntary and community groups.

VSNW members provide community services, regenerate neighbourhoods, support individuals, promote volunteering and tackle discrimination. The 40 generalist LIOs in membership of VSNW have a membership of 6,780 VCS groups and are in contact with 19,800 local voluntary and community sector groups in the North West – just under two-thirds (63%) of the region’s VCS groups.
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� These recommendations were derived from a detailed analysis of the workshop outcomes. All of the ideas from representatives (the raw data) are recorded in accompanying spreadsheets, which can be downloaded, along with the conference report, from � HYPERLINK "http://www.vsnw.org.uk/networks/nwel" ��www.vsnw.org.uk/networks/nwel�. Each recommendation in the full report 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.
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