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In one of my first community engagement lessons at university, we had a discussion in class about our local councils and our neighbours. We discussed that being in a good relationship with your neighbours can be very beneficial , as besides family , they are the next people who can offer support ,help in emergency situations and keep an eye on your property ,when you are away. Regarding the councils, we mentioned some of the worst councils for living in London ,such as Croydon and Hackney and the reasons why they are so bad. The main reason is usually the high level of unemployment in these areas , which leads to increase rates of crime. When I had to choose a project from my local council Redbridge for my first assignment, the first thing that came to my mind was to look for something related with employment. The project I choose was “ Employment , Skills and Enterprise” and it was a challenging project ,but as a person who lives in Redbridge I have noticed, that in my area there are not many jobs’ opportunities and people have to travel away ,so they can work. In this report ,I will discuss which things could of be done differently in the project and I will analyse the best practises of the community engagement approaches.
[bookmark: _Toc143520167]2. Importance of community engagement

I have learned that "community" describes the factors that unite and bond individuals together and give them a sense of belonging to one another. As social beings, we cannot exist without feeling some sense of identification and solidarity with those around us and sharing in their experiences and expectations (Day, 2006). When my baby was around six months old, our health visitor recommended us to join some of the playgroups in our borough, which are inside the local churches. When I went there, everyone was so welcoming and very quickly I found other mothers, with whom I build a strong friendship and my baby found new friends to play with. We started meeting every day, always doing different activities and often helping and supporting each other, when is needed. I realised, that being a part of this community of other mothers, who are going thru the same path as me, really helped me to improve my mental health and to feel less lonely and anxious as a first-time mother. For me it is a safe place, where I can ask for advice, share my problems, find support and simply just have fun and create positive memories. My experience is a simple example of how different people with same interest can create a community engagement and how important it is for our well-being. Regarding this council project , engaging the community is important because it gets government, political and funding powers to implement policies and projects, that benefit individual communities. It also promotes a deliberative democracy that facilitates a collaborative exchange, regarding a set of policies or actions.
[bookmark: _Toc143520168]3. Brief description of the project and discussion of aims and objectives

The “Employment, Skills and Enterprise” plan was a three-year project , which started since 2019 and it was supposed to be completed in 2022. Due to some unexpected challenges , such as COVID-19 , some of the goals have not been achieved yet. The project has been developed in collaboration with stakeholders and key partners. The idea of the plan is to help residents to learn new skills , which are required by the employers, also to help with the unemployment and to improve the life quality of the people living in the borough. In addition, the project aims to help the businesses who are struggling with shortages of employees , mainly in health and social care and construction industries (London Borough of Redbridge, 2019). 
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In my opinion, having a job is important, as it is the main source of income for the people and we all need money, in order to survive. Apart from the money , the job gives us more independence and we can make our own choices for our lives. It gives us more confidence, meets us with more people and improves our mental health. To get a job , we all need some types of skills , depending on the job we want to work, such as digital skills, teamwork ,communication and many more. Not everyone has the time and resources to upgrade their skills, and this is where the council helps by creating this project.
[bookmark: _Toc143520169]4. Analysis of the community engagement approaches 

Four different community engagement approaches were adopted during the project, which are public meetings, community relationships, social media and building resilience (London Borough of Redbridge, 2019). Even tough , social media and virtual meetings are preferred by many people , as they are saving time and travel cost, I believe that public meetings are the best approach. I can understand better the objectives and goals of the project and I can trust more a person who is face to face with me ,rather than just a post on social media or live video of someone speaking behind the computer. Based on my experience, the chances someone to answer my questions or hear my ideas on a public meeting is much higher ,than in a virtual meeting. A simple example is, when sometimes circumstances require to switch studies online, I find it much harder to concentrate behind my computer. Moreover, I cannot really participate actively in the discussions, because my colleagues might ask their questions or share their opinion before I get the chance to do so, as we do not see each other, and we cannot read our body language. Something that I preferred to be done differently ,regarding the public meetings in this project was having a bit more advertisement, thus residents can be more aware of what and when is happening. It is always a good idea to share more posts on social media or send special invitations to the most vulnerable groups of people, thus more stakeholders can attend this meeting. Also, I think only one meeting is not enough, as it is a lot of information and maybe not everyone can have the chance to ask their questions and share the issues and ideas they might have. 
[bookmark: _Toc143520170]5. Impact of active consultation, communication and stakeholders’ participation

I have learned that it is essential before, during and after completion of a project to consult and communicate with stakeholders, as this is the only way to build a good relationship with them ,gain their trust and understand their needs. In order to do that, stakeholders must be always informed and updated with newest information, regarding the project. Honesty and transparency are extremely important, otherwise they might lose their trust in you (Holley & Martinez, 2022). As an example, the Employment, Skills and Enterprise plan was supposed to be completed in three years’ time , but due to the global pandemic it had to be delayed. Redbridge council updated with the information its stakeholders as soon as possible and they did not lost trust in the project (London Borough of Redbridge, 2019). I am a person who does not speak English as a first language, such as many other residents living in Redbridge and I think keeping the context of the project clear and using more simple words can be very helpful for people like us, otherwise there is a chance we might not understand everything. If the information provided is clear, stakeholders can provide more useful feedback, make better decisions and it will save time to the council to answer repetitive questions.
[bookmark: _Toc143520171]6. Conduction of research and community mapping

I am happy with the way the research in this project was conducted, because the council provided many options to the residents to give their feedback, such as interviews, surveys, leaflets and forums. The council have showed its commitment to diversity and inclusion, because it made sure that the voice of everyone has been heard, especially of the most vulnerable groups. As a result of including diverse voices, marginalized or overlooked voices are actively empowered within their communities to become active participants in decisions, that have an impact on their daily lives. The community mapping has focused on the barriers and issues, that residents are facing, in order to find a job within the borough. It helped the council to identify the key stakeholders in this project, find in which areas people are struggling the most with their employment and skills and which gender and age group they are. Additionally, the community mapping helped the council to highlight everything that can change in a positive way. The Redbridge council is posting actively posts on Facebook and it is informing its followers, about the projects happening in the borough (Facebook, 2023). I believe that this is a good strategy, because Facebook is the most popular social platform , with nearly 3 billion people using it and if the council wants to inform people about something, posting information there is one of the quickest ways to distribute it (Statista, 2023). I believe that the social media engagement helps the council to build relationship with its community, as people can comment and react under the posts, give recommendations and share their point of view. Based on what the community is commenting and how it is reacting on the posts, the council can collect their feedback and make better decisions. However, the Instagram page of the council is not that popular, it has less followers and very few posts (Instagram, 2023). Based on statistics, young people like me are preferring to use Instagram more than Facebook (Zote, 2023). These statistics show that if the council wants to reach the young group of people, promote job vacancies, skill courses or apprenticeships it must be more active on Instagram as well.
[bookmark: _Toc143520172]7. Conclusion

In a conclusion, I can say that I have learned how important and beneficial it is to engage with your community, in many different aspects. It creates boundaries for life, promotes better mental health, reduces stress and anxiety, empowers community and there are many more benefits. I have also learned that there is not only one right way to engage with your community. Many different approaches can be used, depending on the project, but in my opinion for the Employment, Skills and Enterprise plan, the best approach was the public meetings. To gain the trust of your community, communication is essential, as stakeholders must be always aware of what and when is happening. Their feedback is very important, when research is conducted, thus resilience can be built, and better decisions can be made. The social engagement thru social platforms is also very important, as nowadays so many people are surfing online and using these platforms. Residents can react and comment on posts related to different projects, which can help more feedback to be collected and to understand if they are happy or not with the project. A good recommendation for Redbridge council is to be more active on Instagram, as the young audience is more reachable there.
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