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1.0 Introduction

This is the Annual Report of the Northern Lights Regional Network, to be presented at the 2nd AGM of the network on 18th April, at the Town House in Aberdeen.
The intention of the report is to provide an insight into the work of the Regional Committee in the past year.

2.0 Establishing the Network

The prime driver of the committee was to move on from the inaugural AGM and set in place the method it would adopt to represent the member RTOs of the network.

At the initial meeting, of the committee, the office bearers were elected:

· Chairperson – Eric Allan

· Vice-chairperson – Charles French

· Secretary – Lynda Spink but now Helen McPherson, and
· Treasurer – Heather Anderson

It was decided that the first issue to be tackled, by the committee, was Lord Sutherland’s Review of Free Personal and Nursing Care in Scotland (FPNCS) and the implications of his recommendations.  Although we have pursued the matter and are still compiling evidence on the inability of the Public Health Ministry to involve the right people in their consultations and, on the ever increasing charges to people in sheltered accommodation and receiving care at home.  At this point in time we have not been able to bring awareness to the ministry of the burdens being placed on those directly affected but we will continue to pursue this issue.

There is now a Communications Strategy in place, which we hope will facilitate the provision relevant information to all RTOs.  The committee, as part of the strategy, is developing closer ties with the other networks, which will only cone to fruition if a central strategy is agreed to.

3.0 Consultation and Information

Throughout the year representatives of the committee, and other networks, have been involved in discussions and briefing sessions with senior civil servants.  The feedback from these meetings is that they have been extremely useful in providing a different perspective to civil servants; which in some cases has opened the eyes, of civil servants, to the opportunity of enhancing their decision making processes.  There is now recognition that the knowledge and experience of committee representatives, is an untapped resource which must be exploited, to the benefit of all parties involved in any consultation process.  This is demonstrated by recommendations put to civil servants during briefing sessions, on Firm Foundations, becoming part of the consultation document 
4.0 National Engagement and Network Involvement
This year has been a turning point in National Engagement.  There is now a movement among some areas of government to involve network representatives in:

· Sounding Boards

· Focus Groups

· Advisory Working Parties 
Representatives of the committee have been involved in this process, which is something that would have unheard of past years, because that would have meant tenants and tenants’ representatives sitting round the big table, discussing the important issues. 
The feedback, from civil servants is that all participants, representing the regional networks, have provided valuable arguments during the debate, which has surprised them purely because of the old culture that the opinions of the general public were not worth considering.  There are now the beginnings of a new culture regarding engagement; we now have assurances that there will be further involvement in decision making processes, which ultimately means that the views of member RTOs can directly filter through to those in power.

There is now a level playing field; representatives have discovered that they have the same status as professional organisations, which did not exist in the past.  They can now sit at the same table as: Scottish Government teams, the Scottish Housing Regulator, the Convention of Scottish Local Authorities (COSLA), Association of Scottish Local Authority Chief Housing Officers (ASLACHO), Chartered Institute of Housing (CIH), Scottish Federation of Housing Associations (SFHA), Shelter Scotland etc.
5.0 Communications With Other Networks and Scottish Government
It would be unrealistic to ignore that there have been, at times, serious problems during this first year of operation.  There have been issues with communications between the networks, which caused confusion during selection processes for representatives of the networks.  This did little to create good relations between the networks but, this has now been resolved and all networks are now singing off the same hymn sheet. 
The decision to put in place a selection protocol for sending representative on working groups, sounding boards and focus groups, was a case in question during the communications problems.  There is now a protocol which all networks have signed up to, which eliminates any tendency to a central belt bias.

Although the Northern Lights committee were totally confident with its approach to delegated authority and collective responsibility; other networks struggled with the concept, which created a little friction among certain committees.  There is now a total understanding of both concepts, which will hopefully make things smoother in the future.

In the initial stages the Scottish government, in their invitations to supply representatives, placed unrealistic timescales on the networks, simply because we did not have a selection protocol.  Putting place the selection protocol will allows the networks to respond to an invitation no matter what the timescale is.

6.0 Progress

The first newsletter seemed to be well received; even though we asked for comments complimentary or critical, there was no feedback.  The second issue of the newsletter will appear early in June, which will include articles on all events affecting the network.  It should also be stressed that the committee will welcome contributions from the member RTOs.  If any RTO has achieved success resolving issues, successful fund raising or local events, please send an article to Helen McPherson.
In pursuing the FPNCS issue the committee is now in correspondence with the Shona Robison and her ministry.  Although this is progress it is very slow, as the wheels of governance turn very slowly and as yet they are not subscribing to National Engagement.  Hopefully this will change as we have asked for an appointment to discuss this issue with the Minister.
It may take some time but all government departments, apart from those which already embrace the knowledge and experience among the network representatives and all member RTOs, will come to understand, that contrary to their thinking they are not dealing with” numpties” and we will assist in developing new strategies and policies.
A national meeting, for network committee members, will take place in Edinburgh on 12th May.  The new Minister for Housing and Communities has accepted the invitation and will provide the keynote address to the meeting.  His appearance will provide an opportunity to pose searching questions.

7.0 The Future

The committee has taken the decision that after the AGM a number of sub-groups will be set up to pursue specific issues.  We will inform the RTOs of these issues, which will provide members of the RTOs, with experience of any of the issues, the opportunity to be co-opted, as per the constitution, on to the committee to serve on the relevant sub-group.

The networks are in the process of developing a partnership agreement, which will detail the responsibilities and deliverables of the Scottish Government and the Regional Networks.  This agreement will be negotiated with the Scottish Government and we are confident that a mutual agreement will be forthcoming, which will be the foundation for future National Engagement.
A national web site will be launched at the meeting on 12th May.  The web site will have regional pages and will provide information on issues affecting other regions and forthcoming events.  It will be a valuable tool for all member RTOs, there will be provision for objective comments which will be scrutinised for unseeming language.

It has been recognised by the committee that we do not have enough contact with member groups in Orkney and Shetland.  This has been a failing of the committee but, this will be rectified with a planned trip to the Northern Isles on 20th and 21st May.
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