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Connecting Communities
The purpose of this briefing is to:

· Explain the background to and aims of the programme
· Identify where, when and how it will be rolled out

· Demonstrate how VCS organisations can get involved
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Background  

John Denham, the new Secretary of State for Communities & Local Government (CLG), has signalled a subtle but real change in direction within the department. Instead of a broader locality-focused approach to community cohesion and empowerment the new Secretary of State would like to have a more targeted approach at neighbourhood level. 

Connecting Communities is a new and intensive programme of activity in some of the wards and neighbourhoods suffering most from the effects of the recession and from low levels of civic engagement. The focus is on neighbourhoods which are likely to suffer particularly sharply from the recession and where residents feel that no-one speaks for them or responds to their needs. These areas have been identified as those that face the greatest challenges in terms of deterioration of community relations and community confidence.
Why does this matter?
The objective of Connecting Communities is to listen to people’s grievances and to have more of an understanding of why so many people feel disconnected. Additionally it is to consider with local areas how key local services can be more effectively joined up making it easier for people to access and influence these services. 
Where will this activity take place?
The focus of future targeting of activity is at neighbourhood level. This is about getting below the Local Authority data and work with smaller building blocks (could be as low as 100 -150) although this is not rigid and areas can be larger. 
Government Office North West (GONW) has been working with Local Authorities and their Local Strategic Partnership (LSP) partners to bring qualitative and quantitative intelligence to bear on the selection of places. he starting point was areas with low cohesion and empowerment scores. Additional factors have been areas that are likely to have significant worklessness and benefits dependency, low aspirations and attainment and pressured housing markets.
GONW submitted a priority list to CLG and this has now been cleared by the Secretary of State and the Regional Minister. 
Eighteen Local Authorities in the North West have been identified to participate in the initiative; they are: Knowsley, Liverpool, Blackburn, Blackpool, Cheshire West and Chester, Wigan, Manchester, Salford, Bolton, Oldham, Trafford, Stockport, Tameside, Copeland, Rochdale, Pendle, Burnley, Lancaster.

4 of these areas have been ‘trailblazing’: they are Liverpool (Speke), Cumbria (Cleator Moor), Cheshire West and Chester (Stanney) and Blackburn (Little Harwood). Each of these areas has produced an action plan (TAAP) which whilst being accepted, apparently need fine tuning in most cases. 

 

Funding & Priorities
The initiative was launched in mid October where the Minister announced the £12million of funding into 130 areas and that 27 areas were ready to go nationally, including the four in the North West. 
The Minister identified three key aspects to the programme: 

· Leadership – need to invest in councillors, frontline staff and community activists, and other leaders, need to recognise that leaders need the skills and confidence to challenge misconceptions and respond with action.

· Giving people a voice – local people need the chance to express their worries – need a more honest and open debate about what challenges are in areas. Individuals need to be encouraged to act as community champions or tenants and have a bigger say in local issues

· Increased Opportunities – raising awareness of opportunities available in the area – whether that’s investment and regeneration, jobs and skills, childcare etc. 

The expectation is that most areas will receive in the region of £50k to take forward this initiative in their area. In addition to this North West Together We Can (the Regional Empowerment Partnership), have had confirmation of their Targeted Support funding for the remainder of this year and next, which provides them with in the region of £500k to support this work. 
It is expected this funding complements the Connecting Communities programme as it is very much seen one package that brings together money on targeted support with Connecting Communities funding for specific neighbourhoods and estates. 

Regional Action So Far
GONW hosted a regional workshop for all the priority areas on 22 October. This workshop was for the benefit of all areas in the North West involved and was also attended by GONW Locality Managers, GONW Policy officers and a representative from CLG, North West Together We Can and Voluntary Sector North West.
What is the role for the VCS?
It is really clear in listening to the Secretary of State and looking at what this programme aims to achieve, that the Voluntary & Community Sector has a major role to play. It is also clear that partners are being given a large amount of freedom and flexibility in developing their response and action plans and that the VCS has no ‘guarantee’ of engagement: we need to make our voice heard locally.

We would encourage VCS support organisations involved with the community empowerment agenda in the areas listed above, to contact their Local Authority partners if they have not been included in activity thus far and discover how partners intend to involve the VCS.

The VCS has a major role to play in all three priorities identified by the Secretary of State and possess the local knowledge, contacts and mechanisms to help turn the vision into reality.  By putting ourselves at the heart of this programme we can play a key role in engaging and empowering local communities and tackle some of the inequalities that continue to exist and grow in these areas of the North West.

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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