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Rural Diversity - A report on consulting with and including ‘hard to reach’ communities through Community Planning in Worcestershire.

This report summarises the findings of a survey to examine whether community planning groups in the county understand ‘social exclusion’, how they are addressing it through parish plans and recommendations for the future.
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Consulting with ‘hard to reach’ communities through community planning
Worcestershire is generally regarded as a delightful county in which to live but, despite this, there are those who, for many reasons, are unable to fully enjoy the quality of life that most of us take for granted. The terms ‘socially excluded’ or ‘hard to reach’ are usually used to describe individuals and groups of people who cannot access the normal opportunities and basic rights that others have. Socially excluded communities and individuals can be especially difficult to reach in rural areas; in more urban areas there may be whole areas of deprivation but in rural areas there are often pockets of need and individual situations of disadvantage hidden within seemingly prosperous communities. 

Social exclusion may be linked to poverty and low income but can also be the result of illness, prejudice or discrimination, or of simply not being able to access information. Within the County there are many individuals and households who have difficulty in accessing essential services and in making the most of opportunities on offer. This may affect their health and well being, limits their opportunities for employment, training and education, reduces social possibilities and discourages participation in local democracy. There are many causes of social exclusion and anyone can become socially excluded but in general those people who may be more at risk are usually considered to include:
· Older people on state pensions

· Those without transport

· Travellers

· Young people

· Farmers and agricultural workers

· Carers

· Homeless people

· Those with a long term physical or mental health problem

· The disabled

· Migrant workers

· Those from minority groups

As part of its policy of ‘active citizenship’ the government is encouraging communities to write a Parish or Community Plan – a document which sets out what local people want and need in their community and how they might achieve it. This can then be used both for local action and to inform policy making by a range of organisations, hopefully resulting in better local services.
Community Planning guidance urges communities to find ways to involve  and consult with as many people as possible, especially those who might be unable or unwilling to take part, and to find ways of encouraging people to contribute to an overall community vision. Community Planning therefore offers a real opportunity for rural communities to address social exclusion issues and, as importantly, to promote social inclusion. Social inclusion is generally defined as a process where the varying needs of a community, and the groups which constitute it, are recognised, prioritised and met. 
This study provides a snapshot of social inclusion activity in Community Planning in Worcestershire. It aims to look at how Community Planning may provide opportunities to promote social inclusion, especially in rural communities, and to find out whether there is more that could be done to help communities include ‘hard to reach’ individuals and groups. The views expressed are those of the members of the Community/Parish Planning groups, the Community First Community Planning teams and of District and County Officers supporting the Community Planning process. Data were taken from the 2001 census and from County Council records.
The survey
A survey of current Community Planning groups was carried out to determine how aware they were of social exclusion/inclusion issues and to find out how widely and by what means groups are consulting within their communities. At the time of writing some 35 groups are currently involved with on-going community planning projects; these provided the focus for the study. Each group was contacted and encouraged to send in their thoughts and ideas about social exclusion/inclusion to the parish plans project officer.
Ten of these Community Planning groups were contacted by telephone / e-mail and asked to fill in a short questionnaire (see appendix) to find out what attempts had been made by them to contact ‘hard to reach’ groups and individuals. These Community Planning groups were selected by the Worcestershire Parish Plans Officer, with assistance from District Officers, to include those communities which might have been expected to include groups such as travellers, migrant workers and young people, amongst others.
The questionnaire asked groups to answer the following:

· How did you let people know about your Parish Plan?

· What consultation methods did you use?

· Are you aware of any hard to reach groups in your community?
· Were you able to find ways of getting in touch with any of the following?
Older people, those without transport, travellers, young people, farmers and agricultural workers, carers, homeless people, those with long term illness or mental health problems, the disabled, migrant workers, those from minority groups – others?

What did the survey show?
The full results of the detailed questionnaires are summarised in the appendix. 
The answers to the survey showed that communities had made great efforts to make their consultation enjoyable and accessible but although there was a willingness to include the wider community very few communities had managed to do this in a planned or meaningful way, and several were unaware that extra effort might be needed to engage with ‘hard to reach’ individuals. 

Groups currently receive advice about inclusive consultation from Community first, District Officers and national and County Guidance.
Letting people know about the Parish Plan
Groups had generally been quite inventive about publicising their Parish Plans, using both traditional communication methods such as Parish magazines and newsletters and more innovative ideas such as old photo displays and open mornings. 
We used the village newsletter which is distributed to every household in the village and also placed adverts in many locations around the village. Residents were invited to attend all the meetings of the steering group and we kept them advised of progress through the newsletter and ,again, adverts.
Whilst all of the publicity was useful much more innovative ideas could be used – such as text and e-mail networks, web sites, banners and displays, competitions and visits to local clubs, societies and groups. More traditional methods of communication often miss out the socially excluded, such as young people, those with language difficulties and those who are not part of traditional communication networks. Good publicity is vital to draw people into the Community Planning process, especially those who might not usually get involved .
The amount of publicity needed before consultation takes place is often underestimated, with consultation (often in the form of a questionnaire) being carried out before enough people realise exactly what a community plan is and how they might contribute to it. Some of the most successful plans in the County have had a publicity action plan which has involved highlighting the Community Plan at every opportunity – at fetes, events, in newspaper articles etc. – and by making sure that the Community Plan brand or logo is prominently displayed on papers, leaflets and posters. Extra publicity seems to improve community involvement in the whole process.
Consultation Methods
Again, consultation methods tended to rely on more traditional techniques, with the questionnaire being the most popular way to consult. For some communities this was the only way in which consultation had been carried out.
Although the range of methods used was quite narrow, the use of questionnaires – especially where hand delivered and collected – had produced some excellent rates of return, with over 80% being common. Whilst the questions were restricted to those asked on the forms the delivery/collection also provided opportunities to talk to people about the process and meant that respondents could add their own comments via the collectors! Door to door collections also meant that many of the ‘hard to reach’ individuals in a community were in fact reached and encouraged to take part in the process. Knocking on doors also seems to have provided a valuable opportunity for people to meet their neighbours, Parish Plan group members and Parish Councillors face to face.
‘’We spoke to older people when we returned to collect their questionnaires to ensure they realised that their opinions were very important to u and we also removed the need for them to leave their homes to drop the completed forms off. There were contact details on the questionnaire that stated that should they wish to have help in completing it we would go and help them.’’

More informal consultation methods are often overlooked by communities who worry that this form of consultation is not rigorous enough. In fact information gleaned at social events, drop-ins, conversations in the pub/shop/school yard are often ‘key’ to finding out about what communities really want and need and ,if recorded, are perfectly valid. This type of consultation is also less threatening to many people than a formal questionnaire and helps to raise awareness about the community planning process. Many groups, however, shy away from actually talking to people in the community, preferring to keep consultation at arms length. Likewise there is a tendency to passively invite people to events and meetings rather than actively encourage individuals and groups to take part or to design events which can ‘go out’ to the community.
I got the best results by having some spare forms in my pocket and giving them to people I meet when out walking my dog! Asking them personally seems to get the best response from everybody.
Awareness about hard to reach groups
There was a surprising lack of awareness about hard to reach groups and individuals in the community, with two of the ten groups answering that there were none in their parish! Older children and students, the housebound and commuters were generally identified as being especially hard to consult with and migrant workers were also mentioned. Again, hand delivery of information and questionnaires proved an ideal way for small communities to reach everyone in the community – including the hard to reach by default.
The answers below are typical of those received, suggesting both a lack of awareness about social exclusion and a reluctance to ‘go out’ to consult with the hard to reach members of the parish.

No groups that I’m aware of were hard to reach because the majority of all the village clubs were contacted and every household.

…..it would only be those with little or no interest in village activities who were not reached.

They may have excluded themselves by not returning the questionnaire.
Informal comments made by some groups suggested that there was some reluctance to make the extra effort needed to consult with both groups and people who were more difficult to make contact with and that there was an element of ‘political correctness’ about being expected to do so. Many did not recognise that ‘ordinary’ people could be socially excluded and believed this term to apply only to e.g. migrants, ethnic minorities and gay individuals. Few groups saw any benefit to including people in the Parish Plan process who did not usually get involved in Parish life – but some of these, ironically, also complained that they needed more volunteers for their projects.

Getting in touch with hard to reach groups
The survey answers suggested that relatively few groups had planned special means of contacting hard to reach groups – the two main exceptions to this being the care taken to try to consult with older people and with young people. Measures such as offering help with form filling and collections and providing separate questionnaires for young people meant that these groups/individuals were able to contribute in some cases.
Again, a lack of awareness as to who might be considered ‘hard to reach’ was an important factor in groups not having made special attempts to be inclusive, rather than any deliberate exclusion, together with a lack of knowledge as to how these people could be reached and included. 

Farmers and agricultural workers……I think we may have missed these.

Homeless people….I’m not sure how we would do this.

Most Community Planning groups felt that they would have difficulty in, and would feel uncomfortable about, identifying socially excluded individuals within their communities, especially those with less visible problems such as mental health or financial problems. There was also a need to balance the desire for people to get involved with respecting privacy for individuals. In larger communities membership of groups and clubs might provide a way of consulting with socially excluded individuals – through self help groups or older people’s forums, for example, without singling people out -  but in smaller communities this is more difficult. Likewise the number of people belonging to an e.g. ethnic minority group in rural parishes is extremely small and groups felt uncomfortable about singling them out for special attention.
There are very few ethnic minority residents in our area and since they are part of our community they were consulted along with everyone else!

No groups seemed to have made an attempt to contact travellers or migrant workers, in some cases because the consultations were done in the wrong ‘season’ for agricultural workers who may be resident only for a few months a year. One group had spoken to an employer. Increasingly migrant workers are living in the towns and travelling into villages to work, so that their contact with village residents is limited. Likewise daily crop pickers are brought in from the cities and do not move out from the fields.
Minority workers are bussed in from Birmingham for seasonal daily work in the fields but have no real contact with the community.

Contact with migrant workers has proved difficult for the District Authorities who have had little success in establishing links and dialogue despite determined efforts to do so using native language speakers, so it would be surprising perhaps if Parish Plan groups had managed to carry out much meaningful consultation. The large numbers of ,chiefly Eastern European, migrant workers in the County are a heterogeneous group and there is no easy way of making contact. Over 3,600 migrant workers were in the County at the time of the last census, half of which were Polish, and this number is thought to have increased in recent years.
No Parish Plan groups gave details about their relationships with travellers, who seem, at best, tolerated. With over 400 gypsy and traveller caravans in the County at the last census many rural parishes come into contact with gypsies and travellers. One of the groups surveyed has a static travellers camp within the parish, whilst others in the survey are (often unwilling) hosts to seasonal or temporary camps.
The parish with a static camp had made real efforts to build a positive relationship between the camp residents and villagers. The local District Councillor had regularly visited the camp and had worked to promote the idea that the camp residents were approachable. Camp residents were included in the Parish Plan surveys and did contribute. When plans were submitted to enlarge the site a residents group had been set up to respond and this group now includes a representative from the site. Despite this however the camp is very separate from the village and threatening behaviour from some individuals has caused problems. The Parish Plan makes specific reference to the Parish’s nervousness about gypsies, and raises petty crime, vandalism and threatening behaviour as issues connected with them.  There is clearly still much work to be done to bridge the gap between the two communities or to increase understanding of each other’s issues.
Farmers and agricultural workers seem to have been largely overlooked by most communities – no groups had made special attempts to contact them. Farmers are often limited by  long hours and seasonal work from attending Parish Plan events but their contribution is key, as major land owners in many rural communities. Over 5,000 people in the county work in fishing, agriculture, hunting or forestry, making up a significant minority.
Whilst considerable effort had gone into consulting with older people there was a general lack of meaningful consultation with young people. Several groups had issued questionnaires with children’s sections, or even a separate questionnaire, but it was acknowledged that this was not an effective means of consulting with young people. The slow progress of some Parish Plans also meant that their needs and aspirations had ‘moved on’ by the time the plan was published. In many communities there is little opportunity for children to come together, especially where they attend schools outside the parish, and this makes it difficult to find easy ways to consult or even to address their different needs. In addition many groups clearly felt uncomfortable about consulting with young people and lacked ideas as to how to best do this. Almost 30% of the total population in the county is under 25, making this an important group to reach out to.
What barriers are there to social inclusion in the Community Planning process?
This survey showed that a lack of inclusion was generally the result of several factors:

· A lack of awareness about who might have difficulty taking part in consultations
· Limited volunteer time and energy to carry out extensive/multiple consultations
· Groups preferring ‘hands off methods’ such as questionnaires and preferring people to ‘come to’ consultation rather than taking consultation ‘out’.

· A lack of skills/information about potentially excluded groups and the means by which they might be included in the Community planning process.

· A lack of understanding about why inclusion is important.

· A reluctance to engage with some sectors of the community.

Recommendations for the future to improve social inclusion in Community Planning?
A number of measures could be taken to make sure that Community Planning reduces social exclusion and increases social inclusion:

· Information and guidance – Community Plan guidance for Community Planning groups should provide more information about the groups and individuals most likely to suffer social exclusion and suggest practical ways to consult with them.

· There is a general need for community consultation training in techniques, consultation planning, management and evaluation for both volunteers and support officers.
· Parish Plan assessments by the County Liaison group/District Authorities should  include a need to evidence consultation with ‘hard to reach’ groups.
· More support is needed to recruit, inform and train Community Planning group volunteers, without whom no consultation would take place.

· Local Authority/Voluntary Sector specialists could provide more advice and support where needed and help Community Planning groups to access established links where appropriate – e.g. youth services, traveller support groups, Age Concern.

· Community Planning across the County could formally support existing initiatives and campaigns to address social exclusion – e.g. Wychavons’ current traveller awareness campaign.
Conclusion
It is generally accepted that Community Planning is good for community participation, consensus building and ownership, even without the inclusion of ‘hard to reach’ communities and individuals. There are real benefits to be had in terms of extending this process to the socially excluded so that they too can play a part in deciding the future of their communities and in learning how to best be ‘heard’. These are often the groups and individuals with most ‘need’ in a community.
There are, however, limits to how inclusive this consultation can be. We need to understand the difficulties faced by small rural communities in carrying out consultation and to respect the fact that the work is being done by volunteers, with limited time, energy and expertise. We also need to find ways to guide and support them in carrying consultation out effectively, where possible emphasising inclusion rather than exclusion.

The survey suggests that although Community Planning does have role to play in promoting social inclusion and reducing social exclusion it is currently happening largely by default. It should be possible to improve consultation and to tackle rural social exclusion more effectively but there is much more that needs to be done in order for this to happen. 
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Involvement in Parish Plan consultation – survey summary

1. How did you let people know about your Parish Plan?

· Parish magazine (x4)
· Parish Council newsletter (x5)
· Open weekend (x3) + history/map/photo displays
· News items in local papers (x2)
· Flier delivered to every house, addressed by name! (x2)
· Planning for Real events - publicity

· Info to High School

· Posters

· Displays in shops/community buildings (x2)
· Stall at fete

· Telling people – face to face

· Meetings

· Web site

2. What consultation methods did you use?

· Open weekend (x3) with participatory activities
· Questionnaire delivered/collected to every household  (x4)
· Postal questionnaire (x4)

· Drop ins (x2)
· Fliers with 3 like/dislike questions (x2)
· Planning for Real
· Getting group representatives on steering group to consult with their groups.

3. Hard to reach groups – are you aware of any?

Are there people/groups that you know about who generally don’t take part in Parish activities?
· Hand delivery/collection should have covered everyone
· This is difficult. We don’t have much time/volunteer interest to even do justice to the main village community.
· We used the electoral register
· Migrant workers are here but only seasonally and were absent when the questionnaire was done
· Older children and students – 16-20 yrs especially
· Very difficult to make contact with young people
· The housebound
· The large commuter population
· No (!!)
4. Getting in touch!

· The following list includes people who may find it difficult/be unwilling to take part in community consultation. Were you able to find ways to get in touch with any of these? If so, how?
· Older people 

· Special arrangements made for collection of questionnaires
· Help offered for filling in questionnaires
· Hand delivery of questionnaires
· Older people’s forum 
· Those without transport

· Drop off points in village/town centre
· Hand delivery of questionnaires
· Travellers

· No regular communities
· Young people

· Separate questionnaires for 5-11’s or 11’s – 17 yrs
· Questions written by young people
· Activities for young people at open day
· Work with schools
· Youth workers
· Scout leaders
· Farmers and agricultural workers

· Hand delivery of questionnaires
· We may have missed these – some farm workers live outside the parish.
· Carers

· Hand delivery of questionnaires
· CVS
· Homeless people

· None known
· Not sure how we will do this
· Those with a long term illness or mental health problem

· Hand delivery of questionnaires
· Not sure how we will do this
· The disabled

· Hand delivery of questionnaires
· Migrant workers

· None known in village – perhaps they come in from elsewhere?
· We are trying to make contact through employers
· Tend to live in rented housing in towns nearby
· Those from minority groups
· Hand delivery of questionnaires
· Minority workers are bussed in from Birmingham for seasonal daily work in the fields but have no real contact with the community.
· Not identifiable as part of a separate group – part of the community.
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