MONMOUTHSHIRE ENVIRONMENT PARTNERSHIP BOARD

REPORT ON COMMUNITY STRATEGY WORKSHOP

Ty’r Morwydd/Mulberry House, Abergavenny, 3 April 2008

The workshop was attended by 21 people from the public and voluntary sectors.  Invitations had been widely circulated to Board member organisations, community groups with environmental interests, town and community councils, etc.

The aim of the workshop was to give organisations and individuals with an environmental interest an opportunity to learn about the process that had led to the current consultative report and to discuss and make comments in accordance with the questionnaire accompanying the report.

Matthew Lewis, MCC Countryside Manager, opened the meeting on behalf of Sue Mabberley, CCW Chair of the Environment Partnership Board (EPB) and a member of the Local Service Board (LSB) core group.  He linked the evening’s event to the Board’s 2006 workshop which had started the community strategy review process, and to that in 2007 that had considered energy and waste in more detail.

Colin Berg, MCC Chief Executive, explained how the Local Service Board (over 200 stakeholders and a core group of about 20) had adopted a different approach from that of the 2004 Community Strategy.  That had been too County Council-oriented, based on insufficient engagement with communities or some of the other strategic partnerships, too ‘motherhood and apple pie’, with weak mechanisms for delivery and little impact on Welsh Assembly Government.  The introduction of LSBs, reduction in the number of statutorily-required strategies, and growth of community-based action groups (e.g. Chepstow Transition Town) had led to a new risk analysis approach based on anticipating change and identifying priorities for influencing change.  It was also decided not to duplicate the work of other strategies or partnerships; Monmouthshire’s community strategy would not be comprehensively overarching – it should be read together with other strategies.  It would focus on early tackling of difficult-to-solve priorities like transport and service accessibility, climate change, and affordable housing.  It would be an evolving strategy, a vehicle for capturing and generating action.

Some of the audience had some difficulty with the rejection of the overarching concept of community strategies, the exclusion of, for example, waste, health or education priorities, and the contribution or role of Area Action Plans, but there was a general welcome for the risk analysis and, in the absence of a county environment strategy, for the priorities.  However, the links between the risk analysis, the selected key focus areas, and the key priorities were felt by some to be somewhat unclear.  

It was suggested that Food Security would be as great a challenge as Peak Oil, and that that Environmental Degradation, including threats to Biodiversity, deserved more emphasis in the risk analysis.

Written contributions from invitees unable to attend suggested (a) that rising costs are most affecting those with low middle incomes who do not qualify for benefits and that the LSB must consider affordability, and (b) that the engineering skill shortage urgently needs addressing, especially to deal with renewable energy technologies.

WORKSHOP 1:  This was a plenary session led by Sue Parkinson and Dick Cole of Monmouthshire GreenWeb.  It provided an opportunity to support or disagree with the key focus areas (Social Justice, Social Cohesion and Localisation) and to propose additional ones.

There was no disagreement with the selected key focus areas, though some uncertainty about their meaning.  It was felt that Localisation is about more than public services; it is about other services, the local economy and minimising the movement of goods.  There was general agreement that Sustainability (Brundtland definition) should be recognised.  It was recognised that social justice, social cohesion and localisation were aspects of sustainability, but the environmental dimension was missing and would assist the linkage to the Climate Change priority.  Another aspect of sustainability is economic development and it was suggested that the strategy had understated the importance of adequate Household Income, itself dependent on a healthy sustainable Local Economy, as a link to Affordable Housing and general well-being.

The workshop also welcomed the key priorities for the next three years (Transport/Access to Services and Facilities, Affordable Housing, Climate Change, Public Service Integration).  It was suggested that greater encouragement of Rural Job Opportunities is needed to assist localisation, reduce the need to travel, and help make housing affordable.  The need to ensure local Food Security has a bearing on farming practice and achieving sustainability.  There was also a feeling that Peak Oil is a more imminent threat to our way of life than Climate Change.          

WORKSHOPS 2:  We split into three workshops to consider the priorities of Transport/Access, Affordable Housing and Climate Change in more detail.  The need to be realistic about achievability within three years was stressed.

Transport/Access to Services and Facilities: facilitator Dick Cole (GreenWeb and Bryn y Cwm Forum)

It was considered that this priority should include access to (local) jobs and recognition that some services need not be accessed by transport.

	What needs to be done?
	What benefits will result?
	How can LSB or EPB help?

	Better, more frequent, rural bus services, better cross-border services (eg Bristol)

and/or

Dial-a-ride subsidised taxis/volunteer network

Integrated public transport timetables, adapting to take people where they want to go (eg changing health services)


	Less rural dependence on car; less social isolation; better access to jobs etc


	Encourage more helpful engagement with Highways/Transport staff and One Stop Shops

Need a realistic new county transport strategy based on wide consultation



	Car sharing incentives – more awareness of SEWTA scheme


	Less cars on road
	Extend support for scheme

	More Safe Routes as planned at Monmouth

Test Shared Space concept – at low cost
	Less car dependence; better health

Potentially less accidents, streets reclaimed for people on foot and bikes
	Support for awareness-raising material, event costs, etc of community groups

	Better rural broadband
	Less travel; rural jobs and income
	

	Tackle air quality problems at Chepstow and Usk


	Environmental and health
	


Affordable Housing: facilitator Matthew Gatehouse (MCC Social Services and Housing)

	What needs to be done?
	What benefits will result?
	How can LSB or EPB help?

	Encourage people to downsize where they are occupying accommodation that is larger than their current needs (e.g. parents whose children have left home)
	Free up capacity within existing housing stock
	Encourage developers to build smaller units to facilitate downsizing

Raise awareness / promote the benefits of downsizing to homeowners

	Overcome Nimbyism faced by affordable housing projects amongst locals.  Affordable homes are often associated with homeless people and incomers rather than young people from the community  
	Increased supply of affordable housing

More viable and sustainable communities
	Develop a ‘local connections policy’ to be applied to certain affordable housing schemes to give priority to local people

	Increase supply of affordable homes for sale through split equity schemes
	More people are able to get on the property ladder

Both parties gain from any increase in equity in the event of sake
	

	Maximise supply of affordable homes for sale and rent through planned development schemes
	
	Ensure proper enforcement / policing of section 106 agreements

	Place more emphasis on community benefits rather than just price when public sector land is disposed of
	Supply of land available for affordable homes
	


Climate Change: facilitator Dilys Howells (Energy Saving Trust Advice Centre)

The group felt that the LSB rather than the EPB should take responsibility for supporting and delivering these actions in order to ensure respect and participation from other organisations / partnerships.

	What needs to be done?
	What benefits will result?
	How can LSB help?

	Action plan that all partners sign up to (note: Cardiff LSB are asking all partners to commit to a ‘Carbon Lite’ checklist – speak to CCW for more info). MCC / community actions to date to feed into. What this action plan would look like not covered – not enough time!

To cover:

· Adaptation (health, environment, practical impacts)

· Carbon reduction target

· All to commit to Green Dragon or other way of monitoring energy use and emissions

· Educational role within / to clients organisations

· Measuring progress


	Positive benefits for all need to be emphasised

●  For people

●  For organisations


	LSB to take on educational role amongst all members –  ensuring that all understand the issues and that this is something we all need to be responsible for and contribute to.

Core group to ensure all partners of LSB sign up to getting involved and playing their part

	Commitment to support and engage with community level activity

Community and LSB organisations taking action side by side – supporting and encouraging each other


	
	All partners sign up to providing some resources

· In kind

· Advice

· Space

· Goodwill

Not forgetting £ would also be helpful!

	A different type of consumerism – local businesses and organisations re-using, fixing, investing quality, borrowing, renting
	Local business
	Monmouthshire Quality Mark?

Set up a scheme

LSB partners to commit to re-use, investing in quality, purchasing re-commissioned goods etc




Matthew Lewis closed the proceedings thanking all who had helped to arrange the event and contributed to it and Ty’r Morwydd who had provided an excellent venue and refreshments.

Footnote:  At the meeting of the Environment Partnership Board on 11 April 2008 there was general sympathy with the views expressed at the workshop and it was agreed that the Board would prepare its own response to the Community Strategy.  While supportive of the need to concentrate on achievable priorities, the Board would prefer the LSB to adopt an approach closer to the recently issued Welsh Assembly Government guidance - ‘Local Vision’.

Dick Cole

Monmouthshire GreenWeb

April 2008
