Joint statement on Citizen’s Involvement
 
Our vision

By 2030 we want citizen involvement to be commonplace in Cymru.  We want people of all ages to be involved in conversations to shape the future together; to have agency not just a vote. People will be involved in making and enacting decisions, not just providing feedback; working together to take action on what matters, from idea to policy to delivery. We will be drawing upon the strength of our connections between generations, lived experiences and the places we live. People will feel more able to hold institutions to account and there will be a greater sense of debate: healthy discussion in our Senedd, institutions and over kitchen tables over how we get to the future we collectively want to see.
 
The opportunity

Globally there has been a growth in citizen involvement, researchers are calling this a kind of “Participatory Zeitgeist”—a growing awareness that we need to involve people in shaping public services, especially if we are to reverse the trend of decreasing public trust in institutions.[1] In Cymru we have a legislative and policy framing to support involvement Public services in Cymru have citizen involvement commitments through:
● Children and Families (Wales) Measure 2010
● Social Services and Well-being (Wales) Act 2014
● Well-being of Future generations (Wales) Act 2015
● Local Government and Elections (Wales) Act 2021
● UN Convention on the Rights of the Child commitment
● National Principles for Public Engagement in Wales

Where we are

Recent publications[2] have looked at these commitments in practice in Cymru. They have highlighted moments of good practice at a Cymru-wide scale, such as the Wales We Want conversation and mapped some of the good practice happening in place-based involvement such as the Public Mapping Platform and the Talking Shop[3]. Project Dewi[4] has been working with Public Service Boards to create the conditions for meaningful involvement. 

However the publications and projects have all identified the ongoing challenges of turning these commitments and ad hoc practices into a clear national approach. Implementation is falling short of aspirations for involvement in Cymru.


The challenge

While our legislative foundation is strong and we have had moments of great participatory practice at local and national levels the research has shown we face four fundamental challenges:

 
● Lack of a long-term approach means we have one off initiatives, inhibiting trusted relationships to be sustained with communities and struggling to create lasting change.
● Lack of leadership and buy-in means that involvement can risk further damaging public trust in institutions if participatory practises are not effectively linked to policy change and real impact
● Limited skills and capacity meaning there is not the time, understanding and ability, particularly in the public sector, which prevents us from putting the promises of legislation into practice within our communities.
● Lack of coordination means that we aren't benefitting from and sharing learning, leading to missed opportunities, repeated starting from scratch and duplication of effort.


Our four calls for action

Throughout these reports, research and learning, four actions have been consistently called for:

 
1. Long term investment -
Building trust and engagement requires sustained commitment. We must have dedicated, multi-year funding for public service involvement and the anchor organisations in our communities, enabling the stability needed to build meaningful relationships and deliver results.
 
2. Coordination from leadership to delivery 
We need a joined-up approach that connects local action with the national vision. A strong and cohesive community strategy that connects with frontline delivery would strengthen collaboration, amplify impact and help ensure that involvement is meaningful, leading to real change.
 
3. Build skills and capacity 
We need comprehensive training and support for the public sector, communities, leaders and citizens to give them the tools they need to work together within participatory practices.
 
4. Build a culture that champions involvement
We need to change the culture within institutions/organisations, so that participatory approaches are valued and decision-makers are willing to share power and open-up opportunities for influence Citizen’s involvement must become entrenched within our systemic approach to governing and delivering in Cymru.
 
We can see from examples of what has worked well, that energy and positivity have been the result. Evidence, through practice, has shown that communities want to be engaged and positive relationships can be built. We need to challenge the risk averse culture, recognising that “inaction poses a greater risk than experimentation.”[5] With levels of public trust and satisfaction in public institutions in decline, now is the time to ensure these commitments are actioned into meaningful involvement to rebuild trusted relationships with our communities.
 
As Audit Wales’ report says:
Involvement must not be seen as a ‘nice to have’. Understanding what people want and need is an essential ingredient for achieving value for money. It can help public bodies get service design right first time. It can help them understand what is really going on and stop things getting worse. It can give insight into what kind of future people want.[6]
 
We call on political leaders, public service leaders, and citizens to support coordinated action that turns our world-leading legislation into lived reality. Together, we can build a Cymru where everybody, now, and in future generations, has a meaningful voice in the decisions that shape their lives and the communities they live in.
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