Fairtrade Supporter Conference, London, 9 October 2010
Notes from ‘Influencing Local Authorities and building partnerships for change’ workshop
Facilitators
Edmund Butcher, Public Policy Advisor, Fairtrade Foundation
Hannah Reed, Campaign Manager (Fairtrade Towns), Fairtrade Foundation
Current political context
· Cuts to public spending are dominating the headlines and severe cuts in local government are predicted. 
· £2bn already cut in May
· There are already signs of more aggressive attitudes to ‘Value for Money’ and efficiency and there may still be negative perceptions to Fairtrade in relation to cost.
· There may also be less Local Authority staff and reductions in spending on some council initiatives and ‘non-core’ activity.  However, local government still spends over £7bn of public money, will continue to deliver key services and has the closest relationship with local citizens, the local area and local bodies like schools, libraries and public buildings
Disaster? Or opportunity
· Many local government contracts are currently being , or will be reviewed creating opportunities to introduce Fairtrade. Services are being delivered in new ways and local authorities will be looking for new, efficient ways to ensure ‘best value’. Best value doesn’t just refer to the economic cost of what public money is spent on but also the environmental and social performance of products they buy. 
· The headlines and letters to the local press are all looking pretty grim and Local Authorities (and the local press!) will be looking for something good to say.   
· Commitment to International Development. 0.7% of GNI by 2013  (Tories belief - moral imperative & self interest – refugees, climate change and conflict)
Group brainstorm 
As community leaders, opinion shapers, employers and purchasers (significant in the case of larger city, county or borough authorities) with good links to schools, businesses and other community organisations what can Local Authorities bring to a local action on Fairtrade?
· Awareness – include articles about Fairtrade and the local campaign on council website, in publications and when communicating with other stakeholders in the community. One cost-effective way the Council can actively support what’s happening locally. Example given was Newcastle City Council which printed information about the Fairtrade City campaign and how to get involved locally on the back of parking tickets.
· Help reach other sectors of the community, for example schools. Local Education Authority (LEA) advisors work closely with local schools and can help encourage them to make Fairtrade part of schools. Another example given of County Councils in Wales who has introduced Fairtrade fruit and juice in to school canteens.
· Practical support to the Steering Group, for example
· Officer time 
· Meeting rooms and support with photocopies etc
· Venues for events. Many Local Authorities are significant landlords and many may be looking for good ways to use vacant space
· Funding. Most authorities have a budget to support community groups and community activities, may not be well publicised but worth asking other voluntary groups/ the council itself about this.
· Procurement – significant purchasers in some cases. Opportunities to look at teaming up with other authorities and creating joint tender/ purchasing arrangements to bring costs down and make it easier for all authorities to choose Fairtrade
What can Local Authorities gain through their involvement with local action on Fairtrade?
· Positive stories to report on and positive press
· Feel good factor for staff and members
· Opportunity to take practical action on commitments to sustainable development and international development
· Opportunity to bring issues of importance together, for example many Fairtrade campaigns focus on local produce and Fairtrade so opportunities for the Authority to show support and take action for both.
Group exercise – Put yourself in their shoes. Exploring the different stakeholders involved in Council Decision Making and how we can influence them.
Key stakeholders include:
· Councillors/Leader of majority council group
· Opposition Councillors
· Local Press
· Other Campaigners (e.g. FoE,
· Community groups (e.g. faith groups, residents’ associations)
· Council Officers/Workers
· Local Residents
Questions for each group to consider
· What role does this group play in Council Decision Making
· Why is this group important? What power or influence do they have
· How can we as Fairtrade campaigners influence them?
Feedback from small groups:
Councillors / Leaders of majority council group
Why are they important? - take procurement decisions and lead on starting or developing council initiatives
How can we influence them? – interested in image, how they look to the public, press and their peers. Creating opportunities for positive press (photocall at events for example) can motivate them as do opportunities to get involved in cross-community events and activities, reaching lots of groups and being shown in a positive light
Top tips: Do your homework and find natural allies, councillors who may already have an interest in / be sympathetic to international development issues, for example – is there anyone who’s spent time in developing countries, been involved with organisations like Christian Aid / Oxfam etc, said positive things about Fairtrade in the past. Look for people who are naturally sympathetic.
Opposition Councillors (from party which doesn’t have the council majority)
What are they important? / Why are they important / How do they influence the Local Authority – Their role is to hold the Council and majority Councillors to account and they’re keen to be seen as ‘one the side’ of the electorate. Likely to listen to concerns and wants of the public! They can criticise (publically and internally) if the Council is not living up to commitments / listening to the electorate. They can also potentially help to get decisions through – their votes could be important in council meetings
How can we influence them? Again, look for natural allies and opportunities for them to get good press!
Community groups (for example, Residents Associations, schools etc)
Why are they important / How do they influence the Local Authority? Often inform the council in many ways and have direct contact with Councillors. May be more influential than the Fairtrade group or can help amplify the message the council hears around Fairtrade. Represent the electorate and in theory, Councils work on behalf of the community.
How can we get them involved? Again, look for possible links and allies. People who may be sympathetic to Fairtrade or interested in making a link with the Fairtrade group and encourage them to raise it with the group and then the council. The more voices raise Fairtrade and the more the Council perceives it to be important locally, the more space there is for them to do more.
Local Press, including radio, newspapers, bloggers and community websites
Why are they important / How do they influence the Local Authority? Stir up local interest in certain issues and councillors (majority and opposition) will often keen a close eye on what’s being reported as a way of identifying ‘local issues’. Press will often look at issues of accountability – if the council is doing what it said it would or not and can be controversial, publishing negative stories or letters as well as positive ones.  Suggested that a local newspaper or radio station could also make a very useful Flagship Employer for local Fairtrade campaigns.  
How can we get them involved?  Local press has many inches or minutes on air to fill and is always looking for a good, local interest story and particularly good photos in the case of local press.  Their focus is on ‘local people doing interesting things’, always interested in what schools and personal stories which offers lots of scope for them in terms of what the Fairtrade campaign is doing. Good photo opportunities were felt to be important, photocalls involving school students, MPs, the Mayor and even animals (!) can all help bring them on board. One challenge raised was how to keep them interested through-out the year, not just during Fairtrade Fortnight when there’s lots going on. 
















Workshop hand-out 
Engaging Local Authorities with Fairtrade - Ten Top Tips 
· Freedom of Information
Knowing the facts some key facts about your council will arm you and your campaign.
How much Fairtrade products does your council buy? Does it require its suppliers to use Fairtrade or ethically sourced materials where possible? What checks does it make that those supplier are doing what they say they would? When was that last check made?  Can I have a copy of the report?  The Freedom of Information of Act gives you the right to ask the questions and get an answer.  Sometimes asking the question can be a catalyst in itself, particularly where the information hasn’t been complied or it is realised the answer isn’t very good.  Don’t be put off by obstructive answers or objection.  All public bodies

· Participate in public meetings (Public Council Questions, delagations)
A great way to grab attention and make sure you are not ignored is to take part in the public meeting.  Many councils have procedures that will allow members of the public to participate in the main council meetings.  This can take the form of being allowed to ask questions or  even present an argument, to which councillors must respond.  Commitments made in public are harder to renege on.

· Identify and cultivate your allies
Knowing who amongst your local councillors and officers is a natural supporter will mean you know how to turn to if you are not making as much progress as you would like.  Why not organise a coffee morning or tasting at an event where you know they are going to be, like a full council meeting.  Doing this after a new intake is particularly important.

· Press 
Your councillors and local officers will be keen readers of local papers (and blogs) and therefore sensitive to their profile in them. Your local paper will have hundreds of column inches that need filling every week, as well as possibly an opinion page.  How to get in touch with the news team will be quite prominently displayed.

· Letter writing
Not everyone has the time to turn up to a meeting or event, but lots of people have access to email, Facebook, Twitter or even a pen and paper.  

· Understanding political dynamics
Having an idea of who are friends or foes locally can be exploited to your own benefit.  For example an MP of a different political party might be more willing to be criticise a council that is failing to make progress on Fairtrade.  



· Be neutral
Be ware of getting caught in local political cross fire, and finding yourself on the wrong side can sour relations with decision makers.  Remember today’s opposition can be tomorrow’s party in power.  Engaging with all parties (apart from the BNP) and affording them the same opportunities in press events.  Sticking the facts means that you will usually be on safe ground.

· Stand out from the crowd
Attending council meetings and asking questions, organising stunts and photo opportunities and doing something different attracts attention.  Not only from press, but councillors and officers who read the press.  Decision makers are bombarded with people trying to influence them – make sure they remember you.

· Speak with volume
Compare turning up to a councillor’s surgery on a wet Tuesday to arriving at a council meeting with 100 people.  Make clear the depth and the breadth of support for Fairtrade in your area, and nothing says it like numbers.

Don’t forget other public bodies
	Police Authorities, Fire Authorities, Local Hospitals
· Elections
Get commitment from candidates before they become councillors.  Next May is largest council election in the UK where a third of the majority of local councils will be up for grabs. Then most importantly go back to those councillors and get them on board.

Useful links and resources:
· Fairtrade and Local Authorities guide
http://www.fairtrade.org.uk/includes/documents/cm_docs/2010/l/local_authorities_guide_final_2010.pdf 
· Fairtrade and public sector procurement 
www.buyfair.org
www.european-fair-trade-association.org/observatory 
· Products and suppliers
www.fairtrade.org.uk/products 
