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Limerick County Community Forum

Strategy and Action Plan

Context:
Community Fora were established as part of the re-organisation of local government in Ireland in 2000, (see A Shared Vision for County/City Development Boards) which included the establishment of SPCs, the establishment of a range of partnership organisations such as County Childcare Committees and County Sports Partnerships and so on. The Fora were established to provide a mechanism through which the community and voluntary sectors could participate in local decision-making processes and add a layer of participative democracy to the well-established governance structures of participative democracy that operate through the electoral system 

Limerick County Community Forum is a body that is representative of the community and voluntary sector in County Limerick.  

Since its establishment in 2000 Limerick County Community & Voluntary Forum has contributed a considerable amount of voluntary time and effort to the achievement of its goals. However, the context in which the Forum and other such bodies have emerged has given rise to some uncertainty as to its precise role and purpose. In addition, the processes by which it operates and its structures are also due for review. The forum, therefore, decided to spend some time in addressing its role and in doing so prepared an action plan for the future.
The following outcomes were the objectives of the review process –

· A shared understanding of the forum’s purpose including that of the overall organisation and of the executive

· Some agreement on its priority areas of focus

· Agreement on what the forum would like to achieve

· An understanding of how achievement would be measured

· Clear goals and objectives

· Agreement on what the forum would need to do over the next few years to help make it happen

· Agreement on how it would be done and the resources that would be needed – including the support of other organisations

· Review of how the forum is organised and how it operates at present
· Agreement on changes that may be needed
Methodology:
Three workshops were undertaken in October, November and December 2006, facilitated by Ciaran Lynch, Tipperary Institute, assisted by Miriam Cregan the Forum Development Worker, these took the form of a review of actions and experiences to date, a considered look at the mission statement and the development of an action plan 

First Workshop

The first issue that was addressed by the workshop was the Mission Statement of the Forum.  
Mission statement

The current Mission Statement of the Forum as expressed in its constitution is as follows – 
The Community and Voluntary Forum represents the views of the community and voluntary groups by influencing policy and decision making for the benefit of the people of County Limerick through effective communication and consultation between the County Development Board, Strategic Policy Committees, Area Committees, other relevant bodies, this Forum and especially local community and voluntary groups. 

Initially the group considered that the Mission Statement was adequate in its current form. However, following some discussion  as to the implications of the phrases contained in the statement it was felt that some amendment might be required at least for the purposes of the preparation of this plan. It was agreed that the facilitator would make a proposal of a wording at the next workshop that might be used in the Action Plan, based on the observations of the group. The following was suggested by the facilitator at the next meeting and was generally accepted as being a reasonable reflection of the group’s views –

The roles of the Limerick County Community and Voluntary Forum are  - to influence the policies and decisions of a range of public and partnership organisations by effectively communicating and having considered the views of the community and voluntary sector in County Limerick; to influence the way in which public policies and programmes are implemented in order that community and voluntary organisations are more easily able to access resources and achieve their objectives; to provide a mechanism for networking and information dissemination within the community and voluntary sector in County Limerick; and to participate in regional and national bodies that promote mechanisms and processes that will benefit the community and voluntary sector generally.  

Following discussion this vision statement was agreed to reflect the key areas that the Forum wished to be engaged in and it was also agreed that the action plan should address these issues.  

Achievements and Frustrations

The second part of the meeting considered the good things that the Forum had achieved and also considered the frustrations that were experienced by the Forum members. The following is a summary of these observations. 
Achievements:
· Employment of Development Worker/availability of office giving focus

· Effective training on the processes
· Opportunity for various groupings to get together

· The development of the national insurance scheme

· Some successful influences on policy 

· Housing

· Roads

· Infrastructure
· Environment

· Drugs Strategy

· Childcare
· Provides a platform for expressing concerns

· Provides support for members of the Forum in their own work

· Gives a greater understanding of Local Government

· Provides an opportunity for social networking

· Provides insight into aims and concerns of other groups in the Forum

· Gives confidence to communicate concerns because of feeling of support
Frustrations

· Difficulties in getting policies implemented  

· Clarity of definition of the role of the forum and of the role of each member at the forum

· Lack of mentoring to create some common perspectives

· Lack of time to respond to policy proposals

· Difficulty in cutting through red tape and bureaucracy and understanding the processes

· Inadequate linkages with local organisations both up and down

· Not being able to effectively liaise with area committees

Observation
Interestingly not all of these observations were consistent. During discussion it was clear that while there were general common experiences, individual members also had specific experiences that varied considerably. These variations related to a range of different factors, including the extent to which an individual official was responsive to the input of the Forum, the nature of the organisation being dealt with and the familiarity of the member with the issue being considered.

While it is likely that these specific differences will always have an influence, one of the aims of the Forum might be to minimise the effect of the impact of individual attitudes of officials on the level of co-operation experienced by the Forum representatives. 

Despite the differences, however, these responses clearly indicate a range of matters that might be addressed in the Forum’s action plan.   
Second Workshop – Specific Issues
The meeting considered a number of specific matters associated with each of the key elements of the Action Plan Vision.

Specific Issues 1

To influence the policies and decisions of a range of public and partnership organisations by effectively communicating and having considered the views of the community and voluntary sector in County Limerick

Positive elements

· Attendance at Forum meetings by the Director of Service for Community  and Enterprise
· Clarity of role of Forum representatives at relevant committee meetings

· Existence of good relationships with elected members

· More understanding of the role of the Forum members

· Elected members listening to the Forum representatives

· Bringing the concerns of groups to the attention of decision-makers

· Having an impact outside of formal meetings when informally asked to for opinion on proposals

· Feedback with regard to proposals

· Proofing being undertaken with regard to community impact

Areas of concern

· Proactive impact less than reactive responses – mainly working to other peoples’ agendas
· Connection with bodies being represented not as good as it might be

· More awareness of Community and Voluntary Forum needed amongst the sector

· Publicity needed for the work of the Forum

· Direct and indirect impacts both important but can be hard to measure

· Knowledge sharing is important and needs to be specifically addressed 
· Reasons for lack of adoption of Forum proposals not always give or clear
Measures of success

· Number of positive responses – complete and partial

· Informal contacts made with Forum members outside of meeting contexts

· Number of explanations given when proposals are unsuccessful

· Personal evaluations of being listened to

· Extent of interaction among Forum members so that there is a genuine feeling of teamwork

Specific Issues 2

To influence the way in which public policies and programmes are implemented in order that community and voluntary organisations are more easily able to access resources and achieve their objectives.

Objectives

· To provide information to communities

· To facilitate simplification of application forms – EU related forms especially

· To develop more interaction with funding bodies

· To encourage increased application time

· To reduce the costs of making funding applications 

· Provide standardised information and encourage access to that information by a range of funders

· Access support from development workers in filling in, copying and typing forms

· Create link between Community and Voluntary organisations and partnership companies with respect to partnership company programmes

· Advise West Limerick Resources and Ballyhoura Community Development in particular of the ways in which they can assist Community and Voluntary Organisations

· Arrange for mentoring for Voluntary Organisations

· Review appropriateness of forms to Community and Voluntary sector and seek change

· Reduce the amount of time taken to seek funding and other resources

· Circulate available information to Community and Voluntary organisations
· Develop some basic documents that are becoming a general requirement eg Health and Safety

Possible Actions
· Consider bringing issue to County Development Board
· Registration of Voluntary Organisations

· County Development Board Project
Specific Issues 3

To provide a mechanism for networking and information dissemination within the community and voluntary sector in County Limerick

Possible Actions

· Publish and disseminate newsletters

· Establish more specialised networks e.g., Graveyards

· Increase profile in newspapers

· Develop relationships

· Use journals with specific focus
· Good for PR

· Organise specialised meetings that address specific topic areas 

· Make contact with local correspondent in specific areas

· Develop relationships 

· Create and maintain website

· Create web directory of community and voluntary organisations
Specific Issues 4

To participate in regional and national bodies that promote mechanisms and processes that will benefit the community and voluntary sector generally

Possible Actions

Participate in and respond to

· Regional Meetings

· National Meetings

Third Workshop

A final workshop was held in January 2007. This workshop considered the possible actions that had arisen from the previous workshops. 

The following were the principal outcomes of the third workshop with further detail added by the Coordinator and facilitator.

	
	Goal
	Objective
	Action
	Tasks
	Resources
	Possible Barriers
	Measures

	1
	Increase the range of issues that are raised by Forum members on various bodies 
	Create more opportunity to get items on agendas


	Develop and promote protocol for SPCs, Expanded Area Committee and for other organisations
	Develop document
Circulate to relevant organisations

Seek meeting

Attend meeting

Lobby for acceptance

Review implementation
	Personnel/Representatives

Personnel/Representatives

Personnel/Representatives

Personnel/Representatives

Personnel/Representatives

Personnel/Representatives
	Resistance from organisations


	No. of organisations represented on the Forum 

No. of organisations Forum is represented on.

No. of items put on Agendas of other organisations, SPCs etc.

	
	
	Develop a clear programme of objectives for the forum based on forum members’ advice
	Development of set of objectives
	Agree areas of focus

Agree meeting schedule


	Personnel/Representatives

Personnel/Representatives
	Participation by members/Local Development Companies

Disagreement
	Annual Work/Action Plan to include Objectives

	
	
	
	Hold meetings to agree objectives in various  topic areas
	Identify locations

Agree format

Identify facilitators

Appoint facilitators

Hire venues

Send out notices

Follow up with encouragement

Hold meeting

Prepare report

Agree objectives
	Personnel

Personnel

Personnel

Finance

Finance

Finance and Personnel

Personnel

Personnel

Personnel

Personnel
	Attendance

Cost

Personnel time
	Increase attendance at the four Forum meetings per year. 

	
	
	Advance notice of agenda items
	
	Develop document
Circulate to relevant organisations

Seek meeting

Attend meeting

Lobby for acceptance

Review implementation


	Personnel

Personnel

Personnel

Personnel

Personnel

Personnel
	Resistance from organisations
	Attendance of Representatives at various meetings.

No. of Agenda items submitted

No. of Policy Documents consulted on.

	
	
	Develop policies for promotion
	Identify urgent policy areas
	Link with objectives meeting
	As above
	Disagreement

Time
	No. of policies developed and promoted

	
	
	
	Prepare policy statements
	Identify policy adviser

Appoint policy adviser

Prepare draft

Consider draft

Circulate for consideration

Adopt final documents
	Personnel

Finance

Personnel

Personnel

Finance

Personnel
	Cost

Personnel/representative

time
	No. of organisations consulted with/by.

	
	
	More effective relationships with elected members
	Training programme for Forum members
	Identify training programme needs

Organise trainer

Organise venue

Hire venue

Publicise 
	Personnel

Finance

Personnel

Finance 

Finance and personnel
	Attitude of elected members

Cost

Attendance

Time


	No. of attendances at training courses.

	
	
	Improved response in writing giving reasons if requests of Forum are not adopted
	Include in protocol
	See above
	
	Resistance of organisations
	No. of responses


	
	
	Have identifiable impact on the effectiveness of community and voluntary groups
	Identify and  achieve the implementation of a specific project  
	Identify project

Identify necessary actions

Identify resources

Develop implementation strategy

	Mainly Personnel
	Identification of appropriate project

Personnel time
	No. of specific projects taken on.

	2
	Improved connection with bodies being represented which is not as good as it might be
	Executive more accountable to members of forum


	Hold local/district/county meetings


	Develop clear meeting strategy and protocol

Write up and formally agree

Provide induction to new members

Monitor effectiveness and review
	Personnel

Personnel

Personnel

Personnel
	Attendance by organisations

Invitation by organisations to the Forum
Lack of outcomes

Personnel time


	No. of organisations consulted/worked with.

	
	
	Feed-in and feed-back from local and voluntary sector organisations
	Newsletter with topic areas
	Develop Newsletter and Web site to facilitate communication
	Personnel
	Lack of input from representatives and other organisations.

Cost

Time
	No. of hits on website.

No. of enquires regarding Newsletter

Input from other organisations

	
	
	
	Website
	As above
	As Above
	As Above
	As above

	
	
	Improve structure of Forum Executive  meetings
	Review purpose of Executive Meetings

Review effectiveness in the light of purpose

Consider revised agenda structure
	Arrange review meeting

Prepare report including expected achievements

Consider report

Implement revised structure

Monitor and review


	All personnel
	Personnel time

Response of executive members
	No. of Sub committee meetings held and outcomes

Agreement

	
	
	Improve internal practices of the Forum
	Carry out review of practices including elections, method of appointment to bodies, communication, response when inadequate time-frame is available and so on
	Develop brief for review

Record current practices

Evaluate current practices

Propose change

Adopt change

Implement

Review and monitor
	All Personnel


	Personnel time

Agreement on issues
	As above

	3
	Increased awareness of Community and Voluntary Forum amongst the community and voluntary sector
	Better participation

Better attendance at meetings and other events

Better use of the forum to resolve issues 
	Other actions are likely to address this issue as an additional outcome. When actions are being undertaken, however, this issue might be borne in mind.
	Newsletter

Website

Representation on other committees


	See elsewhere
	See elsewhere
	Increase in activity of office and representatives

	4
	Increased publicity for the work of the Forum


	More easily accessible information

More regular publication of accessible information

More celebration of Forum achievements

More awareness of the Forum in the Press
	Publish and circulate newsletters/Website
	Agree purpose and structure of newsletter

Agree publication intervals

Agree methods for information gathering

Agree newsletter editor

Develop newsletter design

Identify printer

Gather information

Edit

Publish

Circulate
	Personnel

Personnel

Personnel

Personnel

Finance

Personnel

Personnel

Personnel

Finance

Personnel and finance
	Personnel time

Contributors

Finance
	No. of hits on website.

No. of enquires regarding Newsletter

Input from other organisations

	
	
	
	Establish website
	Develop website brief

Identify web designer

Identify web maintenance process

Identify sources of information for the web

Look at National Forum web-site
Discuss hosting possibilities with Munitir na Tire

Identify web-site hosting organisation and enter into agreement


	Personnel and finance

Personnel

Personnel and finance

Personnel

Personnel

Personnel and finance

Personnel
	Cost of design

Cost of hosting

Personnel time

Maintenance time

Sources of information 


	No. of hits

No. of those wishing to input

	5
	Increase resources of the Forum
	Develop partnerships that may result in provision of additional resources
	Identify projects that would be suitable to pursue in partnership
	Identify characteristics of projects that may appeal to private and corporate sectors

Develop some projects that would meet these criteria
	All personnel
	Attitude of corporates

Existence of suitable projects
	No of projects/meetings held with Partners

	6
	Improve measurement of direct and indirect impacts  
	Clearer record of achievement
	Publish Annual Report that will highlight achievements 
	Agree structure of report

Gather information

Identify editor

Edit

Identify designer and publisher

Publish and circulate report
	Personnel

Personnel

Personnel

Personnel

Personnel and finance

Personnel and finance


	Agreement on appropriate measures

Personnel time

Cost
	No. of organisations consulted/worked with.

No. of projects worked on

	
	
	
	Organise Celebration Day
	Identify purpose and structure

Identify venue

Identify facilitator

Send invitations
	Personnel

Finance

Finance or personnel

Finance
	Personnel time

Cost
	No. of attendances

	7
	Increase knowledge sharing between Forum members 
	Establishment of sustainable mechanisms for information exchange
	Publish and circulate newsletters, establish web, attend exhibitions, have better meeting structures 
	See above
	See above
	As above
	No. of attendances at meetings

Level of reporting at meetings

	
	
	
	Arrange more informal sessions and opportunities eg Christmas Party, Summer event, Shannon Trip, Cross Border/Brussels trip
	Identify plan for the year

Arrange venue, trip, etc

Arrange meeting with partner organisations if a trip is involved

Agree cost

Seek financial support 

Confirm numbers
	All personnel unless events are to be subsidised
	Agreement on purpose

Personnel time

Finance for members
	As Above

	
	
	
	Create website directory
	Incorporate as part of the website development as above


	See above
	
	

	8
	Provision of information to communities
	Organisations make information more easily accessible
	Develop protocol for agreement with funding organisations
	Consult with members to identify wishes and issues

Develop protocol

Circulate for response

Circulate final document to funding organisations

Seek meetings

Refer matter to National Forum if necessary
	All personnel plus postage
	Clarity of what is needed

Personnel time

Attitude of organisations

Cost
	No. of newsletters sent out
Response of members to usefulness of newsletters

	9
	More effective access to funding 

Reduced costs of making funding applications


	Simplified application forms – EU especially

Better interaction with funding bodies

Increased time for making funding applications


	Develop proposal that would meet the needs of community and voluntary sector under these headings
	Identify key issues

Prepare statement of acceptable practice including suggested application forms

Circulate to groups for comment

Produce final document

Disseminate document to key funding organisations

Seek meetings to discuss

Refer to regional and national forum bodies for attention
	Personnel and Representatives
	Attitude of organisations

Agreement on what is needed

Personnel time
	Monitor the changes made to applications for funding or the supports given to their completion

	
	
	Address bank accounts issue
	Prepare proposal for funding institutions and promote the use of the most responsive financial institution
	Contact Forum members to identify the scale and nature of the problem

Prepare suggested approach

Meet with financial institutions

Disseminate responses

Refer to regional and national forum bodies for attention at national and regional level
	Mainly personnel with some possible finance required for expert advice. Advice may be available from within Forum members.
	Legal requirements

Attitude of organisations

Personnel time
	

	
	
	Availability of  standardised information  
	Identify and create template of standard in formation
	Identify information

Create template

Circulate
	All Personnel
	Clarity of what is needed 

Personnel time
	Number of times information is used

	
	
	Create link between Community and Voluntary organisations and partnership companies with respect to partnership companies programmes
	Make companies aware of existence and needs of Community and Voluntary sector and vice versa
	Provide companies with database of community and voluntary organisations.

Provide organisations with contact names in partnership companies and details of available programmes


	Mainly personnel with some finance for communication 
	Attitudes of organisations

Personnel time
	No. of meetings with Local Development Companies and others



	
	
	Support from development workers in filling in, copying and typing forms

Advise WLR and Ballyhoura in particular of the ways in which they can assist Community and Voluntary Organisations
	Develop agreement as to the nature and level of support available from a range of local development organisations
	Develop list of required assistance

Meet with local development organisations to agree level of assistance that is available

Disseminate results to community and voluntary organisations 
	Mainly personnel with finance for communication
	Attitudes of organisations

Organisations’ personnel time
	No. of projects assisted 

	10
	More effective community and voluntary organisations
	Provision of mentoring for community and Voluntary Organisations
	Establish mentoring system
	Identify range of needs

Carry out audit of skills within the community and voluntary sector and the professional service sectors

Identify those willing to act as mentors on a voluntary basis

Draw up protocol for assistance incl. expected level of support and so on

Disseminate mentoring that is available 
	Mainly personnel
	Availability of mentors

Personnel time for organisation


	The number of organisations consulting with the Forum
The number of mentors available

The number of mentoring events that occur


	
	
	Existence of more specialised networks eg Graveyards
	Provide opportunity for establishment of networks at specialised Forum meetings
	Add to agenda for meetings
	Personnel
	
	

	11
	Influence Regional issues
	High attendance at Regional meetings
	Appoint representative to regional forum
	Develop and implement quick and easy method for appointing representative
	Mainly personnel
	
	No. of meetings attended/reports to Forum and Agenda 
Items proposed by LCCVF and adopted by Region

	
	
	
	Provide support to regional member 
	Provide information on matters to be referred to regional forum
	Mainly personnel
	
	

	
	
	
	Arrange for good interaction between regional representative and the forum executive
	Consider structure of executive and whether representative should be an ex officio member
	Mainly personnel
	
	

	
	
	Submission of proposals to Regional meetings
	Identify issues that need attention at regional level
	See above
	Mainly personnel
	
	

	12
	Influence National issues
	High attendance at National meetings
	Appoint representative to national forum
	Develop and implement quick and easy method for appointing representative
	Mainly personnel
	
	Meetings attended 

Items proposed by LCCVF and adopted at national level

	
	
	
	Provide support to national  member 
	Provide information on matters to be referred to national forum
	Mainly personnel
	
	

	
	
	
	Arrange for good interaction between national representative and the forum executive
	Consider structure of executive and whether representative should be an ex officio member
	Mainly personnel
	
	

	
	
	Submission of proposals to National meetings
	Identify issues that need attention at national level
	See above
	Mainly personnel
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