TYPES OF GROUPS

In order for community groups to work well, nearly all adopt a basic organisation structure.  However, there are no hard and fast rules about operating a group or its organisation.  It is important to evolve at the pace that suits the people involved.

Nearly all community park groups will do one of three things by accident or design.  They often also evolve from one to another.

· Stay very informal and meet as a group as and when the need arises.  No member of the group necessarily has a set role, or a lead role.  Sometimes this type of group can be led and organised by a paid community worker employed by the local authority.

· Remain informal, but affiliate to a local organisation that has a much more formal structure and which can represent you and support your activities as and when appropriate.  Typically this is a local community partnership or development trust.

· Become a formal group acting independently.

The last option is the most common and most successful type of park group.  Their structure is cheap and quick to set up and often used by other groups such as youth clubs, parent and toddler groups, play schemes, amateur sports clubs, health groups, etc.

Independent groups tend to have four common features:

· An organised structure with members that take on specific roles, eg treasurer;

· A ‘constitution’ document that sets out how the group is run;

· A bank account in the name of the group;

· An Annual General Meeting (AGM) that is held each year.

SIX MUSTS TO BE SUCCESSFUL

· Be determined – nobody can do this for you;

· Be inclusive – involve people wherever possible, spread the workload amongst group members and make contacts with outside groups, organisations and individuals;

· Be informed – know that you are representing your community properly and know what the makeup of your community is;

· Get support from your local councillors – their help can sometimes be invaluable in getting responses from service providers and telling you which individuals you need to speak to;

· Be positive – local authorities especially react well to being approached by a group with something to offer eg “We want to raise £xx to buy new equipment for our local play area.  If we do, can you pay for it to be installed?”

· Keep everybody informed of what you are doing.

ADVANTAGES AND DISADVANTAGES OF BECOMING A FORMAL GROUP ACTING INDEPENDENTLY

	MAIN ADVANTAGES
	SOME DISADVANTAGES



	· Can raise funds independently;

· Can agree projects and work directly with agencies;

· Ability to formally represent local community;

· Ability to raise funds for projects and to make significant improvements;

· Ability to influence agencies and take action.
	· Involves some time commitment by members;

· Organisation is required and clear roles established in the group;

· Need to locally advertise the opportunity to join the group/encourage membership;

· Skills are required by members – but these can be gained with help;

· Responsibility rests with individuals for contracts, commitments and finance.


MANAGEMENT COMMITTEES

Together with adopting a constitution establishing a management committee is the most common way of bringing structure to your group.

There are five key reasons why giving your group a basic structure is a good idea.

· It will mean the group exists as an entity that is independent of the individuals involved in setting it up.  This helps if people need to leave the group and also helps new supporters feel welcome.

· It reduces problems arising from misunderstandings and makes it easier to manage projects.

· It is often necessary to secure funds.  Grant giving bodies will only give funds to organisations with an established structure and clearly defined objectives.

· It will make it easier to form partnerships with other groups, organisations and the local authority.

· It makes it easier to co-ordinate activities, eg organising meetings, publicity, etc.

As a rule not all members of the group are members of the management committee, but remember every group is different to some degree.  The management committee tends to meet regularly and acts to make decisions for the group and carries out tasks that take forward the group’s aims to improve their park or green space.  Ideally all members of the committee should be willing to be active and take on some of the work of the group.  Groups have been known to break down if the workload is not evenly distributed.  Matching tasks to individual personal interests may be a good idea.

It is common within a basic organisation structure for members to adopt three key roles, those of Chairperson, Secretary and Treasurer.  The remaining roles are at the discretion of the group.

ELECT A COMMITTEE

You need to elect a Chairperson, a Secretary and a Treasurer.  Ideally you should have between four and six other members on the Committee.

At the initial meeting, ask for volunteers to take these roles on.  When someone volunteers for one of the posts, somebody in the group would agree to them taking that post and this would be seconded by another person.  The name of the person volunteering and both those seconding should be recorded in the minutes.

Somebody from Stockport Greenspace Forum or SMBC Parks would attend the initial meeting if requested.  They could run and take the minutes for the first meeting.

The three posts mentioned are necessary, but you can have other posts, eg Fund Raiser.  You can also have sub-committees for specific projects if you wish.  A sub-committee would report to the Committee with their findings, decisions, etc.

It is usual for posts to last for a year.  If at the end of that year, the person wishes to continue, they can be nominated and will be voted into post.
ADOPT A CONSTITUTION

Part of adopting a basic organisational structure involves agreeing a set of rules governing how your group will be run, how the members will work together, how decisions will be made and what you are working towards.  This set of rules is known as a Governing Document or Constitution.

More informal groups prefer not to adopt a Constitution.  For more formal, independent groups a constitution is not only an effective tool for running an organisation, but also a requirement because of the activities they are undertaking.  For example, a group that wishes to undertake to provide services in a community, or to apply for funding, will face barriers if they do not have a constitution.  A constitution is also a way of ensuring that public and funding bodies feel confident that a group is run properly and its money is managed properly.

Drawing up a constitution is a simple process and there are many model examples of how they might look, although they are all very similar. 

The Greenspace Forum has an example of a constitution, which you could use as the basis for your own, with any changes you want incorporated into it.  Using an existing model, a constitution can be drawn up and adopted by a group in one evening meeting.

