Community Gateway – the Empowering Communities reunion

1
Introduction

1.1 David Miliband, Minister for Communities, in his address to the National Housing Federation on 16th September 2005, set out a vision for a step change in the way that housing associations relate to their tenants.  Matches between what he said and the Community Gateway principles are as follows:
	David Miliband’s address
	Community Gateway principles

	a) housing associations “need to share power and control with tenants”
	Gateway commitments to enabling tenant members to get involved in policy and strategy decision-making & to offering opportunities for communities to make decisions about their neighbourhoods

	b) they need to “put tenant involvement at the heart of their organisations”
	Gateway commitment to a Community Empowerment Strategy at the heart of the organisation that has an equivalent importance to the annual accounts

	c) they need to bring “to the fore the ethos & spirit of mutuality, self-help and voluntarism”
	Gateway commitment to tenant membership, and to helping communities to help themselves

	d) that stock transfer should be “a catalyst for community” 
	Gateway commitment to pro-actively encourage and support local community options

	e) and that the reason for this was to make associations “better, more effective social businesses”
	The reason for doing it all.  An understanding that bringing tenants into the business will deliver long term financial and other benefits.


1.2 There are other ways of generating community empowerment, but Community Gateway is currently the only show in town that aims to deliver on all of the elements in David Miliband’s vision.  

1.3 Indeed Community Gateway seems to potentially respond to many Government agendas – Decent Homes, active citizenship, renewal of local democracy, social inclusivity, respect, community empowerment, mixed communities, neighbourhood renewal, developing the community stewardship identified in the Sustainable Communities Plan.  

1.4 It’s handy that Government agendas have mapped so neatly on to the Community Gateway agenda in recent years, but Community Gateway is more durable than a political agenda.  It sits on the crest of a wave – actually more like a large ripple - that has been relentlessly making its way to shore for many years.  Alongside other successful community empowerment initiatives, Community Gateway is gradually making a difference where it really matters – in the hearts and minds of ordinary people – people who sit outside the rarified world of social housing and its politics – at one end of the spectrum, tenants and communities, and at the other, lenders – the two groups of people who have no alternative but to live in the real world. 

1.5 So as we come together for this meeting to review progress on Community Gateway, my overriding message is steady as we go.  The CCH has been used to obstinacy and inertia in local authorities and housing associations in relation to empowerment since the early 1990s.  We knew that we would only get a few local authorities at this stage to welcome the cataclysmic cultural change that Gateway is.  We hoped that this would be enough to start to build a movement based on ordinary people and communities that would steadily keep that ripple moving on towards the shore, and perhaps that has been achieved.

1.6 Nonetheless, with tenants and communities now starting out on transforming Preston, and with others waiting in the wings, now seemed to be a good time to reunite the original practitioners, to bring them together with new practitioners so they can see the fruits of their labours, and to ask a number of questions about where Community Gateway is going.  

2 Progress on Community Gateway
2.1 To our knowledge, Community Gateway is currently being considered (or is being used in some cases) in the following areas:

· Preston’s Community Gateway transfer took place in November 2005.  It has adopted all of the components of the Community Gateway, using adapted versions of the model rules and community empowerment strategy in the Empowering Communities report.  Preston City Council carried out an Innovation Into Action (ODPM) funded programme into the early stages of developing Community Gateway.  A conference, marking the publication of the Empowering Communities in Preston report from that work, attracted over 100 tenant and officer representatives.  

· Kings Lynn & West Norfolk achieved a successful ballot over a year ago, but transfer has been delayed.  Its offer document referred to consideration of Gateway, and the transfer association, Freebridge Community Housing has been carrying out an Innovation Into Action (ODPM) funded programme over the last year to consider how to become a Community Gateway.  In our discussions with Freebridge, they have said that they are committed to becoming a full Community Gateway, but that they were not offered the Empowering Communities model rules or a tenant majority membership as options in their development process (but would have probably chosen them had they been given them as options).  Whilst Freebridge would like to be considered a CGA, changing their rules now might be complicated.

· Watford, one of several local authorities seeking a place on this year’s programme, is intending to ballot in November 2006 using the Community Gateway approach.  They are intending to introduce all the Gateway principles.  

· Tamworth is another local authority that will probably be seeking a place on this year’s programme, and there is a good chance that they will be proposing the use of Community Gateway using all the Gateway principles.  A particular feature in Tamworth has been that the Gateway model, and seeing it in action in Preston, has brought tenants to the table who have been extremely sceptical about transfer and existing models of housing associations.
· Braintree have publicised that they are doing a Community Gateway transfer.  We clarified to Braintree tenants at a recent Gateway course we were running at the National Tenants Resource Centre that the advice that their Council had been given by consultants that you could have pure and soft versions of Community Gateway was incorrect.  Those who attended the course seemed keen on the full Gateway model and may invite us down to speak to a tenant audience.
· Brighton & Hove have publicised that they are doing a Community Gateway transfer, but we are unclear as to whether they understand the principles and their intentions on introducing them.  We have been contacted by some tenants involved with their tenant representative body who are confused about their Council’s intentions, and they are seeking to invite us down to talk to a tenant audience.
· Lewisham are intending to ballot the tenants on one large estate using the Community Gateway model.  We met with tenants from that estate at a Lewisham tenant conference, and clarified the model, and tenants seemed keen to see it introduced.  However a recent tenant newsletter misleadingly referred to the Community Gateway as meaning “setting up a not for profit community association which is managed by a board of volunteers.  Tenants are the largest single group on the Board”, a description that could apply to any stock transfer association and which suggests that there is little understanding of the model in the Council.
2.2 Poplar HARCA, an existing stock transfer housing association, are also considering the use of the Gateway model (as set out in the CIH Bulletin at www.cih.org/gateway/cgmBulletin4.pdf).

2.3 We are also hearing occasional noises that various other areas are either considering Community Gateway, or considering features of Community Gateway.  From the launch event in Preston, and from the CCH’s Trafford Hall Gateway course, we know that there are tenants elsewhere who would like the Gateway approach but it would not be possible to set one up in their specific current circumstances.  
3 What is the Community Gateway model?  
3.1 The Community Gateway was defined by the Empowering Communities group.  The essential features that define a Community Gateway are:
	· a tenant majority membership, that gives a sense of ownership and community guardianship of the CGA’s key values and directions
· a membership which can participate in shaping the CGA’s strategies and policies

· tenant board members elected in some way by the membership

· defined Local Community Areas reflecting community perceptions 

· a structured programme of Community Option Studies carried out in LCAs to define community vision and aspirations, to develop the ability of communities to achieve their vision, and to enable communities to engage with service providers

· a staircase of housing options available to local communities, from informal engagement to tenant management & community ownership

· working with partners to provide options wider than housing to local communities
· all of this set out in a written Community Empowerment Strategy and built into the rules and structure of the organisation




3.2
The Community Gateway’s raison d’etre is to place community generation, both on a neighbourhood basis and across the whole organisation, at the heart of the organisation and to use the strength of the organisation as a catalyst for community.  Its objectives are therefore:
	· to generate community pride and vision through providing opportunities for local tenant and community involvement in decisions about homes and neighbourhoods at a pace right for them and on issues that matter to them
· to establish a tenant democracy by enabling tenants to become members and owners of the organisation and, through that membership, get involved in decision-making
· to generate a cultural change that tackles the us and them mentality, where tenants lead the organisation and work in partnership with staff to deliver the quality homes and neighbourhoods they want
· to build all of this into the fabric, rules and structure of the organisation, but to do it in such a way that the Community Gateway’s essential business functions are successfully maintained



3.2 The Housing Corporation’s resident involvement strategy has started to raise the bar on tenant and community engagement in the housing association sector.  There are now associations doing some good community empowerment work, and hopefully David Miliband’s remarks and David Orr’s arrival from Scotland at the National Housing Federation will lift tenant and community empowerment even higher up the agenda.
3.3 However, the NHF’s iN Business for Neighbourhoods campaign has shown us that there is a long way to go, both in terms of the perception and the reality of the housing association sector.  Regulation and inspection has some effects, but it won’t change hearts and minds, regardless of who does it.  Providing good practice can be useful, but as the CCH and the Housing Corporation found when we did the Taking Control in your Community programme, even where association tenants and frontline staff became interested in developing community programmes, without support from senior levels, good practice only tinkered around the edges.  The only real way for housing associations to become the community champions they could and should be is by making tenant and community empowerment a central reason for their existence built into their fabric and structure.  
3.4 Community Gateway aims to do this.  We welcome:

· and recognise that there are other ways that associations can build community empowerment into the heart of their organisations 
· associations that may want to choose parts of Community Gateway (provided they don’t call themselves Gateway Associations if they aren’t applying all parts of the model)

· that Community Gateway poses questions to all associations (and it is now not unusual to attend, for example, National Housing Federation meetings and Community Gateway is raised by someone else!)
3.5 However, there are two practical problems with organisations calling themselves Community Gateways which don’t adopt all the principles:
· the Empowering Communities group defined the Community Gateway principles and the CCH will continue to promote Community Gateway as it was defined.  Having some people define it differently is confusing to tenants and others (as our experiences with the Braintree tenants showed), and there is a need for consistency and objectivity
· in the fraught environment of stock transfer, it is important that information given to tenants is accurate.  Statements such as that in the Lewisham newsletter are giving tenants false information, and it should have been robustly challenged.  A key benefit to the Government of the Gateway model is that it is intended as a model that Council tenants will perceive to have an objectively higher standard of tenant and community empowerment, which has certainly had an effect in Preston, Watford and Tamworth.  That benefit will be lost if local authorities are permitted to call proposed transfer associations Community Gateways where they might only be offering the minimum that they are expected to do now anyway.
3.6 We are also not clear what the difficulty is with including parts of the model.  If the association intends to make community empowerment a central reason for their existence, then the Community Gateway’s twin tracks of empowerment flow naturally from that commitment.  
3.7 The tenant majority membership component is necessary to make tenants the democratic owners of the association, with the sense of identity and confidence that that brings, and with the changed relationship that potentially implies between tenants and staff; to enable tenants who become members to participate in policy and strategy debates about the future of the association; to require the Board and staff to consider how best to work with its tenant membership; and to provide a safeguard to tenants that the Gateway’s community empowerment strategy will be implemented.
The tenant majority membership should not be that hard to implement, and it is not intended that a Gateway tenant membership should create potential difficulties for an association complying with its rules.  The power that a Gateway tenant membership has is very limited.  The membership is more about process and perception than legal issues.
There have been some interesting developments that have flowed from the implementation of the Gateway’s membership component in Preston:

· setting up a Gateway Tenant Committee elected by the membership and its close relationship with the Board

· making the delivery of the Community Empowerment Strategy the responsibility of the Chief Executive to ensure that the commitment sits at the heart of the organisation

· involvement of Gateway Tenant Committee representatives in the recruitment of all senior staff
· perhaps the most exciting and positive relationship between tenants, staff and Board in any large housing association.  Although legal power lies elsewhere, it feels like tenants are leading players in decision-making processes, and staff and the Board play a partnership role to help them make decisions and to ensure that the association complies with its legal and other obligations.  A particular feature that Tamworth tenants were impressed by was that it was tenants who presented information to them about their housing association and not staff, which didn’t happen on any of their other visits
· including references to community empowerment in all job descriptions to ensure that all staff know they are part of the strategy
3.8 The local community empowerment component is intended to ensure that over time, more and more local people are encouraged and supported in getting involved at some level.  Delivering this commitment is more complex, but implementing it only requires some strategic thinking about how to deliver opportunities locally and tying this into other parts of the association’s operations.  
Availability of resources is an issue.  In Preston, £400K per annum was built into the association’s 30 year business plan.  Preston was a gap funding authority.  In Watford, a positive value transfer, the Council has agreed to fund £295K per annum, a figure that was pro-rata’d from Preston’s.  The experience in Watford was that once the Council was committed to Community Gateway, it was not hard to convince them that part of their potential receipt was needed to implement it.  Our experience has been that it may be possible to negotiate realistic community empowerment funding (which may be necessary whether it’s a Gateway or not) if the issue is identified early enough in the transfer process.  
3.9 If it is agreed that we should promote Community Gateway in the way that the Empowering Communities group defined it, then there are perhaps three things that could be done to try to ensure that organisations calling themselves Community Gateways adopt the Gateway principles, and the meeting is asked to consider these issues:

· those involved with Empowering Communities could support the principles as agreed by the Empowering Communities group
· the ODPM & CHTF could ensure that offer documents and other transfer publicity does not refer to transfer proposals as Community Gateways unless the Gateway principles are being adopted

· a Community Gateway accreditation system could be developed.  It isn’t hard to assess whether Gateway principles are being adopted and the CCH could relatively easily develop a Gateway accreditation system, but this may not have much status.  Are there alternatives?
4 Where might Community Gateway go in the future?

4.1 Representing Community Gateway – it may be useful for the group to consider who will represent Community Gateway in the future.  The Empowering Communities group stewarded the model into being, the CIH has been producing useful bulletins, and the CCH has been the main body promoting the model.   Given that Community Gateway is a tenant and community led approach, it would seem appropriate that Community Gateway become represented by tenants from Community Gateways.  Tenant representatives from four Community Gateways wanted this at the Gateway course that the CCH delivered last year, although they also asked for CCH’s support in the interim and no doubt would want the support of other stakeholders.  The group is asked to consider this issue.
4.2 Future local authority transfers - the Community Gateway debate has focussed primarily on transfer up to this point.  Despite the conclusion of the current round of local authority options appraisals, it is likely that stock transfer will continue in years to come, and, particularly as the fruits of the first Gateways start to become apparent over the next few years, future transfers may gravitate towards Gateway.
4.3 Other housing environments - Arms Length Management Organisations, New Deal for Communities and existing housing associations might be environments where Community Gateways might be developed in the future and the group is asked to consider practicalities about how these environments might be approached, and whether there might be other areas in the future.
4.4 Resources – Community Gateway came about at the time that was right for it, but it was unfortunate that it came about when Government community empowerment budgets are being cut.  Although organisations represented at the meeting have been doing what they can to get Gateway considered, the lack of resources has meant that we have often had to promote and develop Community Gateway on a wing and a prayer. 
That’s our cross to bear, but the number of people who are able to develop Gateway’s community empowerment end can be numbered on one hand.  This is a tricky problem because it is unlikely that there will be a flood of Community Gateways which would justify the recruitment and training of staff to do this work.  Any thoughts the group might have on this would be welcome.
4.5 A Community Gateway group structure? - a possibility might be the formation of a Gateway group structure, where all parts of the group are required to adopt Gateway principles.  More recent tenant led stock transfer associations may be interested in such an approach, as well as the housing co-op and community controlled housing sector, a sector investigating its future and in some cases sitting on large unsweated assets.  The group is asked to consider this perhaps fanciful idea. 
4.6 The Jeff Zitron approach? – I am sure you are all eagerly waiting to hear what Jeff’s approach is (including Jeff), and meeting attendees’ may wish to comment on it.  Just over a year ago, the Fabian Society published a discussion paper written by Jeff that suggested that, now that the Co-op movement had come up with a tenant democracy method of transfer, the Government should abandon tenant ballots for stock transfer (because the choice is illusory), and replace them with ballots about what transfer takes place to.  At the time, Jeff’s paper got a few column inches in the housing press and probably most people thought he’d turned native.  
I mention this here: 
· partly out of respect for Jeff.  He stuck his neck out in writing this paper, and said what a lot of people involved in transfer actually think – that the debate should not be about whether transfer takes place – it should be about what transfer should take place to.
· because if Community Gateway becomes widely seen as a tenant and community based democratic future for social housing, perhaps Governments should stop piddling about with the appalling local authority housing providers who are never going to get transfer votes through because they have never been able or willing to engage properly with their tenants, and instruct them to do Community Gateway transfers and bring in people to show them how to do it
· because Community Gateway is not a prescriptive approach.  It is an approach that says the minimum requirement for social housing should be a tenant and community democracy and real community empowerment work to develop the tenant and community constituency
4.7 A model of local Government? – ending on an even more fanciful note, a delegate at a recent TPAS Community Gateway workshop commented enthusiastically that Gateway is actually a method of local Government, and Community Gateway is about engaging local people in discussions about how their neighbourhoods operate.  Large amounts of public funding have been used to try to get the public involved in the workings of local authorities with perhaps limited success.  Have they failed because they have not had the Community Gateway’s inbuilt approach to developing community engagement at the level that people are more likely to engage and on the issues that matter to them?

There is a far reaching debate going on now about the future of local Government, which perhaps ought to point to neighbourhoods being democratically run by their communities, with local authorities setting the strategic framework they operate in.  The housing association sector, owning the largest publicly funded asset in many neighbourhoods, might be best placed and perhaps has a duty to champion and husband such an agenda.  But they would not be trusted to take on this role unless they were to adopt the tenant and community based democratic approach inherent in Community Gateway.
