Comment on the OSMB 
 Report: “Fit for Purpose, Fit for the Future” – A Review of Durham County Council’s Area Action Partnerships

Summary

1. The County Council has recently undertaken a review of the AAPs 
.  Superficially, it delivered a euphoric vindication of the AAPs.

2. Since much of the evidence for the Review was taken from people intimately connected with the AAPs – including AAP staff, AAP Chairs, AAP Board and Forum Members, VSOs including those who have received funding support from AAPs, and key partner organisations – the evidence base might be considered to be flawed.

3. A questionnaire – of 5,242 AAP forum members, DCC Councillors, TPCs, the Chairs of the CDP and its sub-groups, and the Council’s key partners – received a poor response (273 returns) and failed to deliver a totally positive verdict (a quarter to a third of respondents regarded the AAPs’ performance as poor).  
4. Other submitted evidence made three clear criticisms which the report failed to address adequately, namely that:


a.
the AAPs are not democratic;

b.
TPC representation on the AAP boards is insufficient;

c.
the AAPs’ administration costs, at 40%, are too high.


Instead of addressing these criticisms, the OSMB declared the AAPs ‘fit for purpose’ and recommended:


a.
reaffirming the AAPs role in consultations;


b.
enhancing the AAPs’ influence over the priorities of the CDP;


c.
using the TPCs to ‘raise awareness of AAP activity’.
5. I conclude by suggesting that the empowerment of the AAPs represents a move from democracy to corporatism at local level, and ask the questions:


a.
Are consultations through the AAPs valid; would consultation be better done at least also through the democratically-elected TPCs?


b.
Why are the AAPs to be given influence over the CDP when TPCs are not even allowed membership?


c.
Should engagement with TPCs involve more than just using them to advertise AAP activity?

d.
Although there may be a role for AAPs where parishes are small or non-existent, should the role of the AAPs be reduced, and a greater role be assigned to the TPCs, where there is a larger local council?
A.  A Successful Review?
Recently, DCC conducted a Scrutiny exercise into the AAPs.  
This involved the following:

1. ‘Desk top research’ collating and analysing evidence and information from AAP staff.

2. A series of Focus Group meetings with key individuals and organisations including AAP staff, AAP Chairs, AAP Board and Forum Members, VSOs including those who have received funding support from AAPs, and key partner organisations including Town and Parish Councils (TPCs).

3. Case studies of AAP initiatives.

4. A questionnaire amongst the wider AAP forum membership, Durham County Councillors, all TPCs, the Chairs of the County Durham Partnership and its sub-groups, and the Council’s key partners.  

5. Feedback from AAP staff focus sessions.

You will notice that the evidence-base for the scrutiny exercise was clearly weighted in favour of AAP staff and membership – indeed, heavily weighted particularly in favour of AAP officers and leaders.  Of the 5,242 AAP forum members, despite extending the deadline to incorporate some forum events, only 273 responses were received to the member-questionnaire. 

So it is in this context – from what was at best an officer-led exercise, and one to which officers contributed as consultees – that we need to receive the general finding of the report that the APPs were ‘fit for purpose’.  
The Report was unremittingly positive 
.

B.  Did the Evidence Warrant Such Hyperbole?
No.  Of the 273 AAP members who returned a questionnaire, a quarter rated the performance of AAPs in ‘engaging residents and service users’ as either fairly or very poor.  And in terms of ‘overall impact’, around a third did not feel that their local AAP provided an ‘important point of contact for local people to discuss local public services’.  Considering that these were responses from forum members involved enough to reply, they are not very convincing.

Of the five individuals who wrote to the review, three were AAP members who wished to express specific dissatisfactions, and both the other two respondents (one of whom was on the OSMB) asked that the AAPs be phased out/abolished altogether.
The responses of the fourteen TPCs which responded were fascinating.  Some were almost sycophantic in nature; one parish, for example, praised their AAP and enthused: 
the ten councils across the area formed a committee on which each is represented by their clerk or a councillor and which meets monthly and allows an opportunity for issues to be discussed and progress to be reported back by both the Parish Council representative and the AAP co-ordinator who attends meetings or provides written updates.

Other TPCs, however, were highly critical, (and displayed a negative tone which did not feature in the Report).  I wondered whether there was a difference of perspective here, between small parish councils with limited budgets who welcomed the opportunity to get involved in positive community action, and the large-budget Town Councils who have much more money than the AAPs, and already do much more, better.

C.  From the Expanded Responses, Three Criticisms Emerged:

1
There was a questioning of the very validity of the AAPs

The AAP Boards comprise 21 members, including six county councillors, seven members from ‘partner’ organisations, and seven members of the public.  It could be argued that all six County Councillors have an implicit vested interest, the partner members are unelected lobbyists, and the public members are self-selected (and, moreover, have been interviewed and chosen by the other 14 members) 
.  Of the 21, only one comes from the TPCs, who HAVE been democratically elected to represent the local community.

Thus the AAPs may sit within the County Council hierarchy, but they most certainly are not democratic institutions.  Although this criticism was stated or alluded to in a number of submissions, it was barely mentioned in the Report 
.

The report on the GAMP AAP did report that ‘the AAP had experienced a challenge in addressing concerns from Aycliffe Town Council that the AAP duplicated some of its roles’, but balanced this with a comment (by a single member) that ‘there was also a perception that there were too many town/parish councillors on the AAP Board (Twin-hatters)’.
2
Representation

Connected to this was the repeated issue that there is only one TPC Councillor on each AAP.  Indeed, the report did acknowledge that: 

some town and parish councils would like to see an increase in local council representation at AAP Board level. This has been supported by CDALC.


In the end, however:


The Working Group noted that Parish Councils had expressed a desire to have greater representation on the AAP Boards, although how that could be achieved whilst maintaining a manageable Board size was unclear.


Instead, the Working group, under Examples of Best Practice, drew attention to the example above:


whereby local parish councils meet regularly to discuss AAP Board issues and feed this information through the Town Council representative member of the AAP Board. This is potentially a practice that might be used by other AAPs to address the concerns of Local Councils to ensure that they have a route into their AAP.


and thus the request for greater representation was dismissed.

3
Administrative Costs

At least two respondents mentioned the high administration costs of the AAPs – 40% in the year in review.  However, the words ‘administration costs’ do not appear anywhere else in the report and the issue, if it appears at all, was not given prominence.  
Thus none of these criticisms received prominence in the Report which – after a number of paragraphs praising the AAPs’ ‘robust mechanism for ensuring the effective operation of the AAPs’, the ‘significant level of engagement and involvement by local communities’ and ‘the openness and transparency of AAP meetings’ – declared:
AAPs are fit for purpose. They have a pivotal role in understanding the needs of their area, acting upon those needs and influencing service delivery. 
D.  The Report’s Recommendations – the AAPs in the Future

The report then went on to make some suggestions for the future, of which I would highlight the following, that:

1.
‘Cabinet reaffirm the strategic role of AAPs as a key mechanism through which the Council and partners will consult upon service and policy Reviews.’
2.
[Although AAP Board Chairs already attend the County Durham Partnership], ‘the relationship with the CDP needs to be enhanced so that the AAP membership can see how they are able to influence the priorities of the CDP’.
3.
‘AAPs look to develop the level of engagement and activity with the press and other media by actively engaging with Town and Parish Councils and utilising their publications to evidence and raise awareness of AAP activity.’
About these recommendations, I would suggest:

1.
Consultations

This is already being implemented.  Consultations on the County Plan, Community Buildings, Digital Durham etc. have all been undertaken through the AAPs.

I find it unacceptable that public consultation on key strategic developments is being done through an officer-led, largely unelected quango; there is simply no way that any of its findings can be regarded as anything but compromised – the County is essentially consulting with one of its own organs.  

In the meantime, the County Council continues to ignore the democratically-elected TPCs, which were elected specifically to represent the electorate in just these kinds of matters.
2.
CDP

TPCs do not even have a membership of the CDP, never mind a mandate to ‘influence its priorities’!  

I find it unacceptable that officer-led, largely unelected quangos should be preferred in this way to the democratically-elected TPCs.

3.
Engagement with the TPCs

Whilst I would welcome better engagement with the AAPs, I am not so happy that the apparent aim of this improved engagement is merely to utilise our publications ‘to evidence and raise awareness of AAP activity’.  

E.  Conclusion

The pub in Aycliffe Village is called the North Briton, in memory of the publication by the 18th century politician John Wilkes, who once famously declared that ‘the power of the crown has increased, is increasing, and ought to be diminished’.

Should the same be said of the AAPs?
The AAPs are not an organ of local democracy, and their development marks the replacement in local politics of democracy by corporatism, sponsored and implemented by the County Council.
Although there is a perceivable role for AAPs where parishes are small or non-existent, where people are represented at TPC level by a larger local council, there is no need for an AAP, whose functions the LLC could do cheaper, better.

JCL, 10/11/2011
� 	Overview and Scrutiny Management Board.  You can read the full report � HYPERLINK "http://content.durham.gov.uk/PDFRepository/OS_AAPsJuly2011.pdf" ��here�.





� 	When Durham County Council went unitary, it introduced the Area Action Partnerships (AAPs).  There are 14 of them, of differing size.  My local AAP (the Great Aycliffe and Middridge Partnership; GAMP) comprises just Great Aycliffe and Middridge.  Some AAPs include as many as ten parishes.





� 	The Key Messages set the tone: ‘extremely robust … effective operation … diversity of membership … involvement and engagement … developed and enhanced … the ability of the AAP Co-ordinators, support staff and funding team … professionalism, accessibility and knowledge together with a positive work ethic … sustainable … enhances … an incredible amount of publicity and press coverage … robust Marketing and Communications … close working between AAP staff and the Council’s Communications team … build on the success … openness and transparency … a positive step forward … fit for purpose … a pivotal role … service delivery … strategic role … influence strategic issues and priorities from the bottom up … examples of good practice … innovative … number and value of projects … a significant level of investment … a huge impact … recognised … award … thousands of residents … leading the way … good practice … huge success … significant local public interest …good examples … considerable success … strong working relationships.’


	In addition, the Report found that ‘all AAPs have identified their co-ordinator and staff as being the cornerstone to their success and as being professional, accessible and knowledgeable with a good work ethic’ and every single AAP focus group, also, recognised ‘the challenge facing the AAP’ in maintaining momentum when funding was reducing.  


� 	Please note that I do not in any way criticise the AAP members, who are fine, willing community volunteers, exemplars of the Big Society, and I have only praise for their efforts and their intentions.





� 	The Report expressed it thus: ‘6 Local Councils have, in commenting on their local AAPs, suggested potential ways in which they could be improved …whilst 1 Parish Council has called for AAPs to be scrapped altogether.’





