Supporting local authorities to deliver NI4
The objectives: RAISE, the third sector regional network in the South East, commissioned research on the type of empowerment activities being undertaken by ten local authorities who have selected NI4 within the their Local Area Agreements, as well as one that had chosen it as a local indicator.  A focus of the research was to ascertain how far the third sector is contributing to empowerment work and the potential links between NI4 and NI6 (volunteering) and NI7 (thriving third sector).  One of the aims of the research was to come up with recommendations on the sort of support local authorities might need to take their empowerment agendas forward.

The findings: Although most of the local authorities believed that the third sector was of great relevance to the planning and delivery of NI4 because they offered a link between civil and civic society, not all had strong third sector involvement.    However, the report’s author recognised that third sector expertise and involvement has to be marketed sensitively within councils as participative rather than representative democracy since elected members can be sensitive to this issue.  

Regarding the empowerment activities themselves, councils are mainly in the early stages of planning and plan to do more, but these are based on existing mechanisms rather than testing out new ones.  The local authorities were not all familiar with the range of empowerment activities available, which indicates a training need.  They also would appreciate guidance on knowing they were on the right track which would indicate that customised support might be viewed favourably.  Factors that aided implementation included prior empowerment work, strong partnerships, including third sector involvement, and the national agenda driving this work forward.  Barriers hindering implementation include the attitude of some councillors, the use of NI4 as a fairly crude indicator, resources, and the difficulty of working in a two-tier system.  Factors which seem to aid third sector involvement are the unitary status of an authority, existing strong partnership with the third sector, including elected representation on the LSP, and a range of third sector organisations being involved.  

The outcomes:  the ultimate outcomes will be a better engaged third sector on LSPs and other partnerships, plus a range of community empowerment techniques used by the public sector. 

