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MK2031 Engagement Strategy – Public Participation

Proposals for Next Steps

Introduction

The first phase of public engagement in this project consisted of three parts:  

1.
A Seminar for 250 key stakeholders to launch the project and begin to identify issues, goals and priorities;

2.
a series of discreet events with hard to reach groups; and

3.
a travelling public exhibition aimed at engaging the general public which highlighted some of the challenges for Milton Keynes and the Plan.

Taking into account the level of interest generated amongst stakeholders and the public alongside the level of resource available for this aspect of the project, it is proposed that the next phase of consultation is redrawn.  The fresh proposals below, with the exception of the return seminar, require costing The steering group is asked to endorse this approach, subject to sufficient resources being available.

Phase 1 Review

June & July 2005

Stakeholder Seminar, Technical Groups & Directions Papers, Rolling Exhibitions
Engagement at this stage of a planning project and on this scale has not, to our knowledge, been undertaken before.  During August we need to reflect on the information received, respond to specific enquiries (which are few but detailed) and plan for the next phase.

During this period some of the consultant team were engaged in preparing exhibition materials and drawing up directions papers; similarly, the strategic team was managing this project alongside other work.  This led to extreme pressure on staff and difficult pinch points in delivering the programme.  Through adjustment to the programme, better use can be made of existing resources.

Points of note:

· Comments from the Seminar and exhibition were garnered through comment cards and a questionnaire, which also offered the opportunity to comment and draw on a map.  About 3000 questionnaires were printed and distributed.  Returns will be added to the online survey to provide a complete picture.  The comments are very labour intensive to sift, collate and consider.  The website questionnaire will remain open until 31st August 2005. 


· All names on the contact list (with the exception of two parish councils) received a feedback report from the June seminar along with posters for the rolling exhibitions.  Publicity was extensive but too late in getting out to parish councils and other stakeholders.  When asked, most people commented that the only means of wider coverage would have been letters to individual householders, which was impractical.  Many times, visitors expressed concern that they might “miss my chance” to have a say about the future of Milton Keynes.


· The smaller travelling exhibition was not really comparable to the CMK exhibition.  Some venues were less appropriate than others at encouraging people to stop by or to join in conversation.


· The issue of what was indicated by the maps and plans and interpretation of these was a bone of contention throughout the exhibition period.  For example, Aspley Guise and Cranfield were not shown on the aerial photo.


· Many parish councils commented that they could be more proactive in encouraging public engagement if informed well in advance.


· This is a broad topic and exhibitions require well briefed staff who are knowledgeable about Milton Keynes as it exists in order to engage in constructive conversation.

The next two stages of consultation – spatial options and final plan stages – will increasingly move away from the general to specific, area-based proposals.  The agreed Engagement Strategy allows for one further half-day seminar facilitated by the consultants (MK2031 Return Seminar).  Whilst two further stages of  public engagement are proposed in the Strategy, these are not included in the consultants’ costs.  It was envisaged that the partner organisations would take forward the consultation on the spatial options, including public consultation.  It is expected that both stages will involve exhibitions.  

“Hard to Reach” Groups

Activities consist of

· Small exhibition at Beanhill, a recognised area for regeneration;

· Attendance at the Youth Forum on 18th July 

· Special meeting of the community Ambassadors (BME Groups) on 3rd August

· Attendance at an MKC event in respect of elderly persons’ housing consultation on August 31st.

Additionally, a special programme for schools is in development, drafted in light of teacher time and availability.  Proposals are to be more firmly drafted and discussed with education contacts.

August – October 2005

Completion of Stage 1 will be marked by an interim report of consultation to the MK Partnership Committee as part of the paper accompanying the Directions Papers.  The Committee, which meets on 8th September, will be asked to comment on the papers and endorse them as discussion drafts.  

The papers for the MKPC meeting will be published on MKWeb on 31st August.  It is proposed that the month of September be available for stakeholders and others to consider the Directions Papers.  Anyone seeking to correct factual inaccuracy or comment on priorities and the weight given to particular options would be asked to do so by the end of September.

It is proposed that one hard copy of the Directions Papers plus a CD will be distributed to our database which now contains about 650 contacts.

MKPC Planning Sub Committee meets on 12th October; it is proposed that the full Committee be invited to attend the meeting to consider spatial options and agree these for public consultation.  The full report of Stage 1 Engagement would be available for this meeting and would be distributed to the full stakeholder list.  All images and text for consultation on spatial options must be ready by 1st October.

Whilst this involves some twin-tracking between receiving comments on Directions Papers and preparation of spatial options, this is considered manageable by the Strategic Team.

Information Flow

In addition to information for the Committee, Reference Group and Steering Group it is important to provide plenty of lead time for stakeholders to enable them to respond in a well reasoned manner.  Parish Councils are the nearest accountable bodies to the general public and it is proposed that we call upon them to assist with the next phase of engagement.

Before August bank holiday we will write to all parish council contacts providing the timetable for stage 2 and proposing that parish councils and their networks be used to disseminate information and collect and collate public debate.  It is intended that the Spatial Options will be in the public domain for consultation between 1st November 2005 and about 6th January 2006. 

During early November there would be a series of briefings and public exhibitions.  The aim would be to brief parish councils and elected members at an initial private briefing at each exhibition location prior to opening the event to the public.  The parishes would then be responsible for disseminating information in whatever is their usual method.

We would ask that at some time during this period each Parish (or group of parishes) draw together a response from the point of view of their area.  We would ask them to respond to the spatial options with a brief report of how they engaged their local community (event questionnaire, public meeting, etc), the nature of the discussion, numbers attending and a listing of key points to be made on behalf of that parish.  We would support parishes with appropriate material and a briefing programme (see below). 

Proposals

Stage 2:  November 2005 – early January 2006

Exhibition, Parish & Elected Member Briefings; Return Stakeholder Seminar 

We will identify three/four key locations where an exhibition could be open from early evening onwards and daytime meetings could be held.  This would enable our small team to continue relatively normal working during the period.  We would need to draw upon the resources of partners and would also require consultant support for parish/elected member briefings. Consultant support has yet to be costed.

Locations:

· Woburn Sands for the South East side

· Newton Longville or Whaddon for the South and West (Newton Longville is a better hall but is used throughout the day for childcare)

· Christ the Cornerstone Guildhall for CMK and urban parishes meeting.  It would be good to use space in Midsummer Place but due to Christmas this may not be possible.

· Cranfield for the Northeast, including Newport Pagnell.

The city would be divided into sectors and the parishes/elected members invited to a briefing meeting in that sector or in CMK.  All meetings would be open to all parishes but it would be expected that each would attend most appropriately.  The exhibition in CMK would be up for 4 days including a weekend, other locations 3 days – a total of 12 days.  The exhibition could be retained in a strategic location right up to 6 January by which time all comments are required.

Advice from the consultants is required about the suitability of a questionnaire for this exercise, but we could, for example, use laptops to collect comment on site as we go along.  MKWeb and the local press are also options.  Having made contact with specific communities during stage 1, these people can be especially invited to participate as appropriate in stage 2.

Professional event management would be required for the exhibitions.  Sign-off of all artwork to be completed by 1st October with production commencing no later than 15 October for 1st November start.

The Engagement Strategy agreed for this project includes the return Stakeholder Seminar as a half-day event.  The aim of the return Seminar now requires further thought.  There is a need to make sure that the spatial options are clearly expressed to key service providers – especially utilities, public and other service providers, voluntary sector, etc.  It may be appropriate to hold a return seminar in early December for these groups, bringing together those agencies which may not meet each other in the normal course of events.  The advice of the Steering Group would be welcome.

Stage 3:  January – early March 2006

The Team undertakes consideration of feedback and works on the final plan proposals during this period.  Prior to placing the final plan in the public domain it should be carefully considered by the Reference Group, MK Partnership Committee, Steering Group and appropriate officers.  If the Stage 2 method proposed above is successful, this would be repeated for Stage 3 probably in April/May 2006.

Once the way forward is agreed, a communication strategy will be drawn up in support..

Conclusions
The first stage of engagement has been a good learning experience and has started the process of discussion amongst stakeholders, special interest groups and the public of what is important for the future of Milton Keynes and its neighbours.  Response in Central Milton Keynes especially was high and despite difficulties with information dissemination in Aspley Guise and Cranfield, attendance at each venue was at least 20 people.

The level of resource required to ensure engagement is well done may be beyond that which is available.  Through a small extension of the programme, a call upon Parish Councils to take a larger role in the process and purchase of additional consultant time it should be possible to maintain the level of public engagement established and improve the quality of debate and response engendered.  Some key stakeholders were informally canvassed for opinion on the July events; the majority noted that the publicity was too late in going out but that overall the media and method were about right for this opening stage.

Recommendations

The Steering Group is asked to 

a. Note the impact on resources and the public interest raised by Stage 1 of the Engagement Programme.


b. Endorse the proposed alteration to programme;


c. Agree that the consultants be asked to provide cost estimates for additional work required to prepare visual material and attend Parish Council/member briefings as outlined above for both Stages 2 and 3;


d. Consider the nature of the second MK2031 Seminar and advise how or whether this should proceed.

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
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