The relationship between the process of community planning and the formation of regional and local actions plans

We have decided to include the local context and the specifics of our region in the process of pilot verification of the formation of the regional and local action plans for social integration in the Czech Republic, in connection with the existing processes of the planning of public services, which already have a strong position in the Czech Republic. In the formation of this process we have decided to use the process of community planning of social services as a starting point which will partially address the problems of social integration.
Community planning in the Czech Republic
The beginnings of community planning go back to 1998, when the city of Ústí nad Labem began with the formation of the first community plan. In 2000, a Czech-British project in the framework of the reform of social services brought the pilot verification of this method as beneficial for guaranteeing the accessibility of social services in the Czech Republic. Currently, over half the municipalities plan their social services in this manner, despite the fact that it is not grounded in legislation. On January 1, 2007, we expect that there to be this obligation in the formation of the plan of development in the law of social services.

The mission of community planning is to ensure the accessibility of social services. Community planning represents a cyclical, or spiral of repeating processes, which are focused on determining the state of provided social services in a given locality and at the same time the needs, which are not fulfilled. In comparing these two basic parameters and in agreement with the amount of financial resources which the municipality spends on social services, as well as that which non-governmental organizations are able to raise from other sources, there emerges in this process a mutual consultation of the goal-directed planning of social services, where there is a consensus between that which is possible and that which has been labeled as necessary or a priority. The main output of the process of community planning is the intermediate plan of the development of social services, which is formed on the basis of the analysis of the region, the needs of the users and also the possibility to determine the priorities and procedures to ensure the accessibility of social services, on which basis the services are further created.
The planning of social services is in this manner meant to ensure that the citizens in each region can express what they need and thanks to their incorporation into the planning of services in a given municipality have an overview of what are the existing possibilities. The intermediate plan of the development of social services should therefore be a document emerging in the municipality and with the participation of the people living in the municipality and not a document given “from above”, which without any appropriate knowledge of the environment or the opinions of the citizens is used to determine what the services in every single municipality should look like.
For this reason it is our purpose to introduce the principles and methods of the planning of services, which will allow those involved to directly react to the needs of the people in the area in which they live, which would support a dialogue and cooperation among the citizens, increase the feeling of membership to the community and allow the municipalities to combine existing resources.
The most important participants in the community planning are the users of the social services. We understand the users as people who are in unfavorable or extremely difficult social situations, those who use the services, for which they are designed. Their perspective is essential to the community planning of social services, it is they themselves that can best express their viewpoint, make their interests known, and directly address what they perceive to be the strongest and most necessary elements, and cooperate in the creation of the form of social services.
Another participant in the process are the providers of social services, that is the subjects who provide the services and offer them without regard to whether they are non-government organization, organization established by the municipalities, the region, or the state. The providers know how the services work and they know the system and operational matters. They are able to describe the existing demand and predicted trends and in generally are able to have a good orientation regarding the overall problem. There is space in the process of community planning which allows them space for a deeper exchange of experience such as the introduction of the standards of quality for social services, financing, and so on. Their contribution from this perspective is irreplaceable.
The contractors of the social services are primarily understood to be the municipalities and the region. The contractors are responsible for ensuring the social services in the appropriate area. They enter into the process as active participants, especially due to the fact that they are the guarantors or the realization of the outcome of the community planning. Therefore support of the community planning on the part of the municipality and its political representative is the most basic condition for its fulfillment.
The aforementioned groups, or more precisely their representative in the framework of their work together, meetings and negotiations create an effective system of cooperation, offer the form of the social services and participate in the realization of the individual specific measures, which are described in the intermediate plan of development. The process of community planning is however cyclical and the main steps always repeat in specific intervals. A part of the process is therefore following how much the community plan was fulfilled, what was able to be realized or in what areas it is necessary to change the offered method of addressing the problem.
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We are able to state after six-years of experience in the Czech Republic with the process of community planning as a tool for ensuring the local and model accessibility of social service that in addition to ensuring the accessibility of social services this process has brought many other benefits. The basic outcome is the support of social integration of socially disadvantaged individuals. The process strengthens the cohesiveness of the community, provides agreement of the social services with the needs of the users. If the services on a local level will be based on needs than the effective expenditure of financial resources of the municipality will be ensured. The supply will reflect demand, but will allow for local differences. We decided to bring all these experiences into the formation of the methodology of the regional and local action plan.
The development of the process of community planning
At the beginning of the entire process a working group is formed, in which there are ideally representative of the contractors, providers and most importantly the users of social services. In a majority of cases this process is initiated by the providers and the contractors, which have a need to improve the existing system of social services in the region. Subsequently there are started several parallel activities. In the first place there is an effort to actively incorporate the users of the social services into the process, or people who would need a wide range of social services and establish an equal position for them in the process with the contractors and the providers. An information campaign is provided for which is to address the public in a given region and ensure their specific needs for example on the basis of a questionnaire. After a basic mapping out of the targeted group and the local situation there is created a working group in the framework of the process, which is concentrated directly on the targeted individual groups of individuals in danger of social exclusion and in which the providers who deal with this participate directly along with the given users. These groups are coordinated by the so-called management group, where the representatives of the individual groups and coordinators meet to ensure the practical part of the process, or meet with political representatives of the municipality and the public and coordinated the entire process. The working group creates an analysis of the situation in the region, which subsequently helps to determine the needs of the users and the public to create the first intermediate plan of development in which they specify the needs and necessary changes in the system of social services in the region and determine additional steps. This plan is continuously followed and evaluated as is the incorporation of the users and the public. On the basis of this plan services are transformed or created which reflect the needs of the region and ensure the practical incorporation of the social services and activates the process of introducing standards of quality into the work of the social services. As a part of the process the providers of the social services also meet with the individual targeted groups and through round table discussions and an exchange of experiences are able to better incorporate and use the needs of the clients as a starting point. It is beneficial and in the interest of the municipalities and the regions to determine the true needs of the users and providers in the framework of their area of competence, to ensure the quality and accessibility of social services for their citizens, similar to their effective expenditure of financial resources in the social sphere.
Community planning as a method does not include all aspects of addressing the problems of social integration such as the problems of unemployment, dropping out of school, or low levels of education. The incorporation of the regional and local action plan into the process of community planning should offer the possibility to adequately ensure this. Because it is not in our interest to create duplication of actions and processes, we believe that the community planning of social services in the Czech Republic should be a basis for the LAPS/RAPS and with respect to the local specifics.

The incorporation of the process of community planning in the formation of LAPS/RAPS
With respect to ensuring the methods to prevent social exclusion in the social services we believe that in the formation of the methodology of the regional and local action plan in the Czech Republic it would be beneficial to avoid the duplication of the formation of additional plans moving in a similar direction and use the methods of community planning in the Czech environment as a starting point. Because this method aims only at ensuring the social services and does not address other areas dealing with social integration, we believe that it would be beneficial to focus on indicators 1, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, and 10, which are already mirrored in the current processes.  We assume, for example, that the creation of a working group focusing on addressing the problems of long-term unemployment, mapping out and establishing criteria would have a large benefit for local regions.
The possibility to incorporate additional people in danger of social exclusion in areas which are not directly related to social services would be welcomed.

