PROCESS OF WORKING WITH LOCAL COMMUNITIES

There are numerous models about how to work with local communities. The process below may help you to visualise the approach. The process is cyclic and is always being reviewed, it can be joined at any stage, although it is often easier to start at the beginning.

Gathering information

Project data is obtained from all members of the group or project area to develop an overall understanding of the scheme, The information may be related to the projects history, other groups, what ideas have been discussed, what the group wants to happen, who wants to be involved, finances available and ownership of the scheme.

Assessing the situation / problem

This stage deals with the nitty-gritty. It involves sorting out exactly what is wanted by a group, who they want to do it and the stages they need to undertake to ensure that their project is a success. In some cases, this is the time when the group decides that BTCV is not the group that needs to help them with their problem. It may also be the case that by deciding what the real issues are and working with a group to prioritise these, that issues other than the environment or conservation may take precedent.

Helping people to decide on action

To ensure that a project is successful each individual needs to have their say.  BTCV helps people to decide on the action to take by allowing individuals to have a chance to offer their opinions and to ensure that the most suitable product is decided upon.  Aims and mission statements are often created as they are essential to allow a group to work successfully with each other.  Stages are also set to enable the group to follow a set path and so that each member of the group is aware of what is happening. 

Developing and supporting groups and individuals

Throughout the process of project development it is essential to be available to the group and to support them.  Other useful tools for support include the development of a log book, recording meetings and events that have helped to make a project successful.  Training may be offered to support the group and provide them with skills to continue. 

Action

This is the doing part of the process - once ideas have been generated and information obtained, the wheels of the project can be set into motion.  This may be the stage where a plan is produced, or if ideas and plans have already been developed, the actual building of the project may take place.  

Review

This is an essential part of the process and enables a group and BTCV to evaluate what has happened so far.  It is important for the group to decide where they want the review to take place - whether it's at each meeting or once a stage of the project has been achieved.  It is a point where the group needs to decide on which stage they are to move on to, or what action they may need to take - do they need more information or ideas.

Once the review stage has been reached the process begins again.

ALL THAT JARGON STUFF

Activist

A person who is actively engaged in community activities but without being paid for it.

Advocacy

Pleading in support of a cause or group.

Capacity building

Training and other methods to help people develop the confidence and skills necessary for them to achieve their purpose.

Community

An organised political, municipal, or social body; a body of people living in the same locality; a body of people having the same religion, profession etc. in common. - Concise Oxford Dictionary

All people living in a specific locality.

A specific locality, including its inhabitants. A body of people having a religion, profession, a geographical area etc. in common.

The web of personal relationships, group networks, traditions and patterns of behaviour that develops amongst those who share the same physical neighbourhood and its socio-economic situation, or common understandings and goals around a shared interest.

Community action

Community based campaigns and networks concentrating on issues of concern to that community. Methods range from a petition to a non violent protest.

Community development

Concerned with change and growth, giving people more power over the changes that are taking place around them, the policies that affect them and the services they use.

Community sector organisations

Organisations that are locally based, involving local people and providing a local need. They either have no paid workers or a small number who are managed by a management committee.

Community work

A process whereby people gain the skills, knowledge and confidence to tackle the sources of their problems and bring about desired changes.

Community worker

A paid or unpaid worker who works as a partner with others in a co-operative venture. They must be able to bring information, support and advice to people so that they can make choices about what they want to do.

Constitution

A document which sets out rules for governing any organisation.

Empowerment

The working style that aims to help people achieve their own purpose by increasing their confidence and capacity.

Enabling

Helping people achieve their purpose at an agreed level of participation. It involves helping people understand, join in decision making, or participate actively in some initiative.

Exit plan

Where a key person pulls out of a project over a period of time. Also known as a forward plan.

Involvement

Working with people on a pre-determined project. People have no control of the process or outcome

Local agenda 21

Local agenda 21 carries out the directives of the 1992 Earth Summit, aiming to improve the environment and our quality of life through local grass roots action.

Management committee

The governing body for a project or organisation, to which staff are accountable.

Network

A loose semi-formal collection of individuals and groups who are in direct communication with each other. They operate along horizontal channels of communication.
Participation

A process during which individuals, groups and organisations are consulted about or have the opportunity to become actively involved in a project or programme of activity.
Steering group

An informal group with responsibility for guiding the work of a group, or part of the group's activities.

Sustainability

Maintaining the environment's natural resources and characteristics, and its capacity to fulfil its various functions.

Value base

The principles and ethics that inform community work and its practice.

Voluntary sector organisations

Organisations with a formal structure, not usually neighbourhood based. The organisation is run by paid staff.
WHAT ARE THE BARRIERS TO SUCCESSFUL COMMUNITY GROUPS' ACTION?

Why do community groups not want to get involved with a project?

•
Not heard of your organisation

•
Environment and conservation not relevant

•
Jargon used e.g. task, scrub bashing

•
Needing to fit into traditional work

•
Volunteering not part of culture

•
Image

•
Age / background

•
Reputation

•
No time

•
Publicity

•
Competition from other agencies

•
Not approached correctly

•
National organisation

•
Individual skills lacking

•
Poor communication

Why do individuals not want to get actively involved with community groups?

•
No money

•
Not relevant

•
Lack of self confidence

•
Cliques

•
Access e.g. child care

•
Perceived skills lacking

•
Time and day

•
Lack / wrong sort of publicity

•
People don't know what's on offer

•
Individual reputations

•
Background etc.

•
Image

•
Apathy

•
Worried about having to take on responsibility

•
Don't agree with the aims

By breaking down the barriers there's more chance of success

WHAT DO I NEED TO DO IT THEN?

The core skills required by someone involved with working with local communities are:

Research and information gathering

Gathering, analysing and presenting information to diverse audiences. The worker may gather information on a geographical area (a community profile). Information gathering may include analysing issues which are specifically local, or part of a wider national context.

Information sharing and liaison skills

Collecting relevant information and disseminating it to the appropriate people. Community workers act as a catalyst within the community.

Communication skills

Community workers are in contact with a wide range of people and groups, including local residents, local authorities and professional workers. They need to be able to communicate with people at all levels both verbally and in writing.

Group work skills

The basis of community work is the concept of collective action. The worker needs to understand group dynamics and help other recognise them and work towards effective group functioning.

An ability to develop strategies and tactics

They can assist a community group to look at their options, prioritising work and understanding the process of change and the time required to plan, implement and achieve changes. Community workers contribute to the process as well as content of plans.

Meeting skills

Meetings are crucial to how a community groups functions.

Resource gathering

Almost always a group will need resources, and the community worker will be the person who the community group looks to for assistance in getting them.

Training and education

Passing on skills so as many people as possible have the skills to continue is useless. It's important to remember the community group will be there after BTCV has gone away.

Self motivating

Community workers often work alone, they need to be the person who can cope with a multitude of crisis and conflicts.

Advocacy

On occasions a community worker may need to advocate on behalf of communities or groups within them.

Management of people

People are the key to all community activity, the ability to supervise people will often arise.

Other specialist skills and knowledge will also be required which are relevant to a particular setting or group.

TOOLS THAT BTCV CAN OFFER

National services

•
Insurance

•
Start up pack

•
Local Action Update

•
Local Action - The Guide to Organising a Group for Practical Conservation

•
Group leaders - pocket checklist

•
Information on grants

•
Reduced costs for developing skills courses

•
Hands on Conservation

•
7% discount on tools and plants orders over £100

•
Local & community groups conference

•
Start up grant

•
Free individual membership

•
Ability to use the BTCV logo

Local Services

Each office offers its own specific range of services, please enter yours here.
MORE INFORMATION

Further Reading

'The Guide to Effective Participation', David Wilcox (1994)

Useful checklists and an A-Z section to dip into when you need more help. This book is available in all Y&NM offices.

'Community Work Skills Manual', Association of Community Workers (1994)

Covering all aspects of community work. Some excellent ideas of how to do things in practice

'Training and How Not to Panic', Community Education Training Unit (1992)

A set of practical guidelines for people who are setting up, running or evaluating training for community groups.

'Understanding Voluntary Organisations', Charles Handy (1993)

Handy is a management guru who understands the issues faced by the voluntary and community sectors A highly readable book.

'Voluntary but not amateur', Duncan Forbes, Ruth Hayes and Jacki Reason (1990)

A guide to the law for voluntary and community groups, covering all aspects of employment of workers, premises, insurance and resources. 

'Signposts to community development', Marilyn Taylor (1992)

A small book that explains in clear, easy to understand language exactly what community development is about.

'Getting to Yes', Roger Fischer and William Ury (1981)

A very useful book for use when trying to get groups to negotiate effectively.

'Just about Managing', Sandy Adirondack (1992)

Covering the main issues of managing in the voluntary sector, also contains lots of lists to ensure nothing gets forgotten.

Advice and Assistance

Within our BTCV region there are several members of staff who can offer help or advice when working with local communities, talk to your line manager.
