Producing an integrated sustainable community strategy (SCS) in East Sussex
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The issue

Innovation

This case study explores how the six local authorities in East Sussex have worked together to produce one of the first integrated sustainable community strategies (SCS) in England. The process, which took 21 months, involved extensive collaboration between the local strategic partnerships (LSPs) and the county, borough and district councils of East Sussex.

The expectation was that an integrated strategy would:

· provide a clear, shared and long-term vision of the needs and aspirations of the county, as perceived by partners and local people and supported by a robust evidence base 

· identify key priorities that would be tackled through shared action plans 

· provide a source document to inform business and spatial planning 

· enable smarter delivery of services, especially by identifying and addressing cross-cutting issues.

What triggered this approach?

Prior to developing an integrated SCS, the six local authorities had produced their own, individual community strategies. Each one ran for a different period of time and each had its own cycle of implementation, review and update.

This did not preclude wider collaboration between councils and partners to improve outcomes for local people. Their LSP chairs and coordinators group met regularly to exchange information and explore opportunities for joint working. LSP coordinators provided practical back-up for any agreed collaborative initiatives between the LSPs. 

Practical experience of joint working helped to build up trust between the councils and LSPs. It also enabled them to recognise that there could be significant benefits from linking county, district and borough strategies more closely and of engaging with the parish tier. Consequently, towards the end of 2006, discussions began between the councils and LSPs in East Sussex to develop an integrated SCS, rather than continuing with individual strategies.

One of the major benefits anticipated from an integrated strategy was that it could be used to establish common priorities for the East Sussex local area agreement (LAA). Partners also felt it could help in managing performance, particularly with the introduction of the new performance management framework for local authorities.

What they didTop of page
Setting the stage

The LSP coordinators undertook a number of activities in preparation for the integrated SCS. These included:

· testing the idea among themselves, their LSP chair and local authority 

· working the idea up and presenting it to a joint meeting of LSP chairs and coordinators, who then agreed in principle to adopt an integrated approach 

· preparing a detailed proposal of how an integrated strategy might look 

· taking the proposal to each LSP board for consideration.

Broad consensus was reached by the LSP boards on developing a single, integrated strategy with one important provision: that each borough and district would retain its individual focus in the strategy document. A number of other important decisions were taken prior to developing the strategy:

· to take both an area-based and thematic approach 

· to make linkages between the county, district, borough and local plans 

· to consult partners and get formal approval of the strategy at each key stage in the process 

· to base the strategy on robust evidence.

Overseeing the project

A project strategy team was created from the LSP coordinators group which was given the task of:

· preparing a detailed and timetabled project plan 

· overseeing the project 

· delivering an integrated strategy that would be approved by all LSPs and local authorities.

Each LSP adopted a discrete area of responsibility for the integrated strategy as well as taking the lead on its own community strategy. East Sussex Strategic Partnership (ESSP) support staff, employed by ESCC, provided a central, coordinating and editorial function within the process.

Preparing the strategy

There were early consultations to ensure that the strategy encompassed a wide range of views from across and within the county. For example, at a meeting of the East Sussex Assembly, 60 organisations were asked to identify themes and priorities for improvement and given an opportunity to feed into the planning process.

An externally facilitated workshop was also held for partners and council officers to identify distinctive social, economic and environmental issues which they felt should be reflected in the strategy.

During the autumn of 2007, five subsequent draft versions of the strategy were produced and sent to the LSP coordinators to collect and return responses from their LSP partners and councils. Throughout this period, LSP coordinators played a key role, acting as facilitators in the process of revising the strategy and gaining approvals from their LSP and local authority at each key stage of the strategy’s development. 

Fine-tuning the strategy

In November 2007, a draft SCS document was issued for public consultation which took place over a period of 12 weeks. The process included:

· public and partner consultation 

· proofing exercises to ensure that the strategy addressed rural, sustainability and equalities principles 

· checking and updating the evidence base.

The draft consultation document was published online and hard copies were available in public libraries. It was widely promoted through LSP websites, the local press and local radio. Community consultation events were also held across the districts and boroughs.

The responses from the consultations were collated and circulated to the LSPs for their feedback. A sixth draft was produced and circulated to LSP chairs and chief executives of the councils, who were delegated to agree the final amendments. 

The final version

Each local authority formally adopted the integrated SCS at full council or cabinet before it was formally adopted at the ESSP executive board meeting in June 2008. The final version of the East Sussex integrated SCS, entitled ‘Pride of Place’, was published online four days later. 

Pride of Place was structured to give each district and borough LSP complete autonomy over its own individual chapter in terms of content and layout. The content and evidence base for the introductory and county-wide sections was provided by specialist officers from the six local authorities and key partner agencies. The final strategy, detailing the evidence base and related plans and strategies, incorporated a range of service plans relating to identified themes including crime, health, transport, older people and children and young people. 

Delivering the integrated SCS

Having produced Pride of Place, the LSPs are now working together to implement it. The main objective is to ensure that Pride of Place priorities feed directly into three levels of action planning:

· the East Sussex LAA 

· a county-wide action plan 

· local action plans – produced by partners and partnerships at a range of geographical levels.

The LAA, which runs from April 2008 to March 2011, is being used to deliver 33 national indicators (NIs) and 10 mandatory education and early years targets.

The county-wide action plan is being used to deliver the remaining key tasks identified in Pride of Place but not included in any other action plan, including the LAA. This action plan was developed by the ESSP, following the principles and criteria used to develop the LAA, and was endorsed by ESSP in March 2009. Work is now underway to develop detailed delivery plans. 

The local action plans include the district and borough SCS action plans, together with partners’ own plans and other partnership plans – of which there are over 50.

As with Pride of Place, the LSP coordinators group is undertaking much of the practical work required on behalf of their LSP to coordinate Pride of Place action planning and facilitate communications and links between the county-wide and local action plans. The aim is to ensure that the plans inter-relate and that the links are transparent.

Reviewing and updating the SCS

The intention is for Pride of Place to be a live strategy, underpinned by a rolling review and updating process. The main focus will be on synchronizing strategy reviews and updates at county, district and borough levels over time. 

The purpose of strategy reviews will be to ensure that:

· Pride of Place continues to reflect the key concerns, needs and aspirations of local people and communities 

· the integration of county, district and borough priorities and the links between Pride of Place and related plans and strategies is strengthened 

· strategic priorities and key tasks are updated in the light of any progress made through the LAA and other associated action plans.

A process for reviewing the county-wide section of Pride of Place has been agreed and ways of synchronising this with district and borough strategies is in development. County-wide thematic partnerships, where they exist, will take on the role of reviewing relevant county-wide themes and population groups, and for proposing updates where relevant. 

In the longer term, full integration of the strategy and action plans is not being ruled out but, for the time being, the focus is on synchronizing reviews and on retaining and strengthening links. For example, any review of county-wide community safety will incorporate local issues.

The impactTop of page
Providing a focus for joint working

Pride of Place is a single document with a shared vision, shared objectives and shared priorities for East Sussex that has been signed-up to by all parties. As an integrated strategy, it offers a foundation and referral mechanism that is benefiting both LSPs and councils alike. According to the ESSP coordinator, the impact (so far) has been “…an increased focus on communications and engagement and greater collective understanding of cross-cutting issues, which in turn could lead to ‘smarter’ planning and delivery of services”. 

For all partners, it offers a powerful framework to do things they couldn’t do before and is engendering greater enthusiasm for addressing common issues. This can be summed up in the words of another LSP coordinator, “We have learned a lot about the art of the possible and the surprising benefits of achieving the impossible”.

An earlier evaluation has also shown that, for individual LSPs, the integrated strategy is perceived as putting ‘weight’ behind their individual priorities on a range of themes, including children’s services and the environment. 

Fostering greater understanding

The process of developing Pride of Place and ensuring it was evidence-based, using a number of data sources including East Sussex in Figures (ESiF), has helped LSPs and their partners to have a better and clearer understanding of each other. In the words of one LSP coordinator: 

“The county is very different in character and by aligning ourselves, we have been able to get a greater understanding of similarities and differences … there is now a greater understanding of the distinctiveness of the different areas in East Sussex which is enabling LSPs to be more objective.”

According to another, “….it has helped us think outside our boundaries”. 

By enabling LSPs to recognise common concerns, the SCS process has strengthened the links and connections between them to address these issues. Working together, partners have also been able to identify strategic gaps. For example, it is now widely recognised that there is the need for a county-wide thematic partnership to address climate change issues.

Identifying cross-cutting issues

One of the benefits of having an integrated SCS is that it is enabling LSP partners to identify cross-cutting issues. For example, at a recent East Sussex Assembly meeting, a consultation exercise was held to identify key issues for the county-wide action plan. This identified the availability of skilled workers in key sectors, such as care workers for the large and growing elderly population, as one of the county’s most pressing concerns, with implications for the health and wellbeing, education, learning and skills and economy, jobs and prosperity themes. 

Collaborating on the LAA

Having an integrated SCS has facilitated a more aligned approach to the LAA, with LSPs working together to ensure that shared priorities are tackled through the agreement.

More generally, by fostering greater engagement with the LAA through the SCS process, partners were able to move quickly to meet the tight deadlines imposed on finalising the most recent LAA in June 2008.

Enhancing partnership working

There is a broad consensus that the SCS process has increased and enhanced levels of communication between the six LSPs, which has resulted in more openness to partnership working. Producing an integrated strategy has given LSPs tangible proof that working together can improve community planning. This has helped engender greater trust between partners and provided a framework for stronger relationships and more collaborative work in the future.

The SCS process has also helped to validate and strengthen LSP links with county-wide thematic partnerships. For example, there is already increased collaboration between ESSP and the Children and Young People’s Trust on the link between Pride of Place and the Children and Young People’s Plan. 

The ESSP anticipates that closer working links with thematic partnerships could result in a number of benefits. For example:

· County-wide themes could be reviewed simultaneously rather than sequentially. 

· The expertise of thematic partnerships could be used. 

· The ESSP could provide a strategic overview of cross-cutting issues and actions, identifying and helping to address any gaps or opportunities for greater collaboration across themes. 

· The ESSP could facilitate contact between the thematic partnerships wherever they feel this could add value to delivery and forward planning.

Attracting and sharing resources

Developing an integrated SCS needed commitment and resources from all parties. However, funding the process was a persistent issue. One way of addressing this was to take part in the national Progress through Partnership (PTP) programme. In 2007/08, each LSP was awarded £6,000 by PTP for partnership development activities that linked directly to the SCS. One-third of this allocation (£2,000) was pooled by each LSP for joint initiatives.

A second successful funding bid was realised in 2008/09 for further partnership development work. In this round, £4,000 was awarded to each LSP, of which £1,000 is being pooled for joint activities, including events to:

· strengthen working between thematic partnerships and LSPs 

· raise awareness and understanding of partnership working between the public sector and the voluntary and community sector (VCS) 

· engage partners in climate change adaptations (recognised as one of the most challenging priorities in the SCS and a target in the LAA).

Developing synergy

The process of developing and implementing the SCS in East Sussex has resulted in a number of benefits. For example:

· By providing a central focus for the project, the LSP chairs and coordinators group has been able to minimise duplication and identify and take forward opportunities for collaboration, brokering agreements as and when necessary. 

· By working together to achieve a common objective, the LSPs have been able to benefit from sharing their experience and expertise. According to one LSP coordinator, the action-planning process “is enabling skills and knowledge to be unlocked from partners and facilitating more focused work”. 

· Having a single SCS is helping LSPs engage with the new comprehensive area assessment (CAA) process, in addition to the LAA. 

Using local evidence

Accessing information and using evidence, including data on the ESiF website, has been central to the SCS process and has been particularly helpful in highlighting local issues. Wealden District, for example, is largely rural in character and is generally regarded as more affluent than the other local authority areas. Using local intelligence has enabled Wealden LSP to identify inequalities within affluent areas of the district. This has enabled the LSP to develop community profiles, identify priorities and take these into account in its action plan. All this has helped raise the LSP’s profile at parish level. 

Barriers and challengesTop of page
Developing the SCS

In the early stages of the process, district and borough LSPs had some concerns about losing their individual identities by signing-up to an integrated strategy. This was addressed by ensuring that each borough and district had its own chapter within the strategy, over which it had complete control. At the same time, ESSP wanted to ensure it captured county-wide issues, as well as those issues that existed within and across the county (as expressed in the district and borough chapters). 

East Sussex is a county of extremes. It appears affluent, but has areas of extreme deprivation. While the county is predominantly rural, nearly three-quarters of the population live in urban areas. Some issues are best tackled at a local level, while others can best or only be dealt with at a county-wide or higher level. 

The challenge therefore was to develop an integrated strategy that recognised these differences, but which also provided a shared vision of how partners could tackle them together.

Further challenge to the process included limited resources and a tight deadline for the project. This was addressed in several ways: 

· LSP chairs (some of whom were from the VCS) and local authority leaders played a key leadership role in driving the process. 

· A strong LSP chairs and coordinators group was committed to the project. 

· There was significant engagement by LSP partners. 

· A strong evidence base was used (including ESiF). 

· In addition to the work undertaken by individual LSP coordinators, the ESSP coordinator took on a central project coordination and editorial role on behalf of all the LSPs. 

· There was an agreed project timetable and decision-making process. 

· There was a joint communications strategy to enable quick and effective communications.

Implementing the SCS

Limited resources have continued to present a barrier and the onus is on partners to find ways of bending existing resources and developing synergy. The activity and resources that are required to deliver Pride of Place will therefore need to be identified in associated partnership plans and the business plans of the relevant partner organisations. 

Synchronising strategy reviews and action planning with the business planning cycles of other partnerships and partners will therefore be essential, but quite a challenge. The expectation is that this can be addressed by presenting action plans to partners by the summer each year, to coincide with end of year performance monitoring and the start of business planning for the year ahead. 

Since Pride of Place was published, three LSP coordinators have left their posts. While this represents a short-term loss of experience and expertise, continuity is assured because LSP coordinator posts are mainstreamed within all the local authorities and long-standing and effective leadership and coordination structures continue, such as the LSP chairs and coordinators group. 

Finally, LSPs do not receive any government funding for their activities or development. However, partnership development must continue in order to build on successes to date and enable LSPs and associated partnerships to meet the challenges ahead. Some funding has been secured for partnership development activities through the Sussex Improvement Partnership, but this is time limited. 

LessonsTop of page
Leadership

Strong leadership at each stage of the process is essential to achieving an integrated SCS. LSP chairs (some of whom may be drawn from VCS) will play a key role as will council leaders, elected members and chief officers.

Commitment and involvement of LSP chairs is critical to ensuring the success of the project. At the start, they will need to guide the debates that elicit agreement from their LSPs and local authorities to an integrated approach. Thereafter, chairs should provide leadership to LSP coordinators, facilitate discussions with their LSPs and help resolve difficulties and approve the strategy at each key stage.

Council leaders and chief officers will need to adopt a bold leadership role at each stage in the development of the integrated SCS. At the same time, elected members play a key role as community advocates in ensuring the strategy reflects the needs and aspirations of local communities. 

Developing and promoting the strategy

Developing an integrated SCS can be a very complex process, with a high degree of commitment needed in terms of leadership, organisation, capacity, time and resources. Ideally a group made up of LSP coordinators/managers should be in place to oversee, develop and drive the strategy development process, working closely with LSP chairs and local authority leaders and chief officers. In East Sussex, partners were confident to delegate the process to the coordinators group, with the expectation that the strategy should be simple, practical and outcome-focused. 
 
As well as working together to develop the strategy, LSP coordinators should promote the strategy within their individual local authorities and communities. They should also follow-up responses, collate input and mediate between their LSP, local authority and any strategy coordinator. All this needs considerable dedication, capacity and perseverance.

Coordinating the process

Overall responsibility for managing the process should be vested in an individual (or team) who already has a working knowledge of the county and prior experience of partnership development work. Good communication and mediation skills are essential for liaising with LSP coordinators, chairs, local authorities and other partners. Editorial skills will also be needed if the coordinator has responsibility for collating the strategy document.

Partnership development

LSPs will need to invest in partnership development to make an integrated SCS a reality. Finding the resources to do this will be difficult with no money for LSP support and development forthcoming from central government and most partners unlikely to be able to contribute (other than possibly in kind) due to the recession and public sector funding reductions. 

Getting local evidence

Any SCS will need to be based on robust evidence. If an integrated model is adopted, it is particularly important to have access to good quality, local data (down to parish and neighbourhood level wherever possible) to identify and target hotspots and to measure progress. Although access to county-wide data is relatively easy, access to data from smaller, parish or neighbourhood areas (particularly rural) may be more difficult and need additional resources to secure.

Data and evidenceTop of page
The East Sussex Sustainable Community Strategy 

According to the East Sussex SCS ‘Pride of Place’ document, the strategy is based on a wide range of evidence drawn from a number of sources including:

· ESiF 

· citizen surveys carried out by the county, district and borough councils 

· regional and county-wide plans and strategies, and related consultation 

· research and data gathered during the development, delivery and evaluation of services 

· national indicator sets

All the evidence used in the strategy was tested and updated during the consultation period. A companion to Pride of Place was published, providing the data source and date of all the evidence used.

In addition to the action plans that will accompany the strategy, strategic priorities will also be delivered through a range of plans including:

· local action plans, parish plans and neighbourhood plans 

· district and borough plans 

· county-wide plans 

· sub-regional plans 

· key regional plans

Further informationTop of page
East Sussex’s SCS ’Pride of Place‘ - on the East Sussex Strategic Partnership website: 

Case study on the East Sussex SCS - produced by Progress through Partnership (PTP)

