LYMPSTONE PARISH COUNCIL

Communications Strategy Report
(Cllr Longhurst, 6th March 2010 )

BACKGROUND :-
The Parish Council provides various amenities in the Parish.  
Items for the PC to consider are submitted to the PC and placed on the agenda.  Decisions are then communicated back to the Parish by 1 or 2 pages in the Lympstone Herald. 

Input to any discussion by the Parishioners is by letter to the PC, speaking to a Councillor or attending the debate and speaking at the open session.    

This process has worked well for many years and indeed the time delay caused by this process has often served to induce reasoned debate and cool tempers. 

The world of the 21st Century – The Internet World - is a far more dynamic and instant world.  Communications are quicker and the consequent decisions taken more quickly.  Timelines are more compressed – the time between deciding to do something and the end result can and usually is much shorter.  People now expect and can achieve “instant” results – anything can be bought and delivered within 24 hrs on the internet, the winner of a reality TV event is voted for and the result known in minutes.  People expect today to be involved in the decision making process.    
The Parish Council process outlined above does not sit well with the demands of the 21st Century, yet much of it is defined by law and cannot be changed.  There are 2 main questions to do with engagement 

How can We (as a Council):- 

1.  Get a quicker, more meaningful gauge of public opinion on which to act

2.  Inform residents of decisions and possibly invite debate on proposals ( delete Respond more openly and widely on decisions effecting the Parish )    

This may be for a major issue like “Parking in the Village” where the debate will be very wide ranging or a minor issue like “What the PC has done about The Mast”.  
In setting up a Communications Committee the Parish Council has recognised that this is something that we can do better.

In touch with our community - 3 key objectives.
Increase:-  Access to local information and the opportunities to take part in life in our community
Strengthen:- 
Links between Lympstone Parish Council and local Groups and  people 
Involve and Respond:-  To local people and local interests.
The present picture
1 The Parish Council provides six notice boards.  This is probably more that most of the other Parish Councils in Devon.  This is one area where we are ahead of the game.

2 Other groups also provide their own notice boards.  This confirms the wish to put a message across to residents.

3 A character feature of the village is the use of telegraph poles for advertising.  This is actually flyposting.  However, it is widely used and so receives the support of the village.

4 The Lympstone Herald is our village Newsletter.  It is distributed free of charge to all house in the Parish.  It is made up of notes of each Parish Council meeting, articles submitted by local groups, advertising for locally organised events and adverts by local businesses.

5 The Lympstone Website – www.lympstone.org. This is a website set up by Cllr Chris Carter some years ago.  It has a strong link to The Herald and links to other websites.  It is popular even though it is not widely advertised.  If you put ‘Lympstone’ into Google, this site comes top of the list.

All of this is simply a ratification that Lympstone is a very active community and that residents have a thirst for information and that local groups have a wish to tell the people what they are doing.

What can we do better.
For some time there has been a call to modernise The Herald and the website.

The Herald

Many of the criticisms of the recent past have proved to be unsubstantiated.  However, this is no reason for complacency.  The Communications Committee has expressed a wish to review the format of The Herald and the way it is distributed.  Advertising charges have just been increased by a small amount and this is the first increase for several years. Even though printing costs have increased and the size of The Herald has increased, its popularity has meant that advertising income has covered the extra costs and produced a small surplus for Parish Council funds.  The Parish Council has now agreed a Cover charge of 50p for those copies that are sold in the shops and post office.  Any income from this goes to the shop owner to help support their business.

The Website.

As we have already mentioned, we are well and truly in a technology based era.  Most houses in the village will have a computer.  The Parish Council is also applying for funds to provide a community computer for local Groups to use in furtherance of their work.

The website has and does serve us well but it may be time to refresh it to bring it up to modern standards and to add more facilities.  Importantly also the web site could be more interactive both between the Parish Council and the community.  We should aim for it to be the home page for the community – the first place visited when signing on.   

The ethos of the Lympstone Website should be:-

· Increase access to local information

· Involve and respond to local people and local interests

· Encourage users of the website to be the information providers

· Value contributions from all parts of the community

· Developed by local people, local organisations and local business for the benefit of the community.

· Involve and encourage partnership working with local organisations and the Parish Council

· Strengthen the links between LPC and local people.

Web Name

The web name is important – it should be simple and easy to use and not confused with other websites.  www.lympstone.org is simple and is working well at the moment – www.LympstoneVillage.org is also available.
Whichever name is chosen it should be advertised widely in the village.  For example a banner could be added to each notice board.

Structure

There is a strong wish to have a site that is more interactive.  This may mean that the current technical nature of the design needs to be updated.  There needs to be facilities for other groups to have space on the website or, as we have at the moment, links to other village websites.  The former may help to reduce the costs for local groups as they will not have to pay each year for their own website registration.
There also needs to be a facility for the use of local Forums for online discussion about topics in the village.  These will arise from time to time and so a modernised website needs to allow for this.

There may also need to be some control over the information that is published to ensure that it stays within the bounds of decency and accuracy.  This control should not be an opportunity for interference in the information that is put forward.

Accessibility

The Parish Council believes that the website should be available to all by the provision of a central facility that can be used by residents who do not have internet access at home.  The location for this has to be debated.  The Parish Council is aiming to create a Resources Room within the Youth Club that could be a base for a laptop with internet access.  Applications have been made for funding for the laptop and one-year’s internet service.
