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[bookmark: _Toc128392129]Introduction 
Organisations and local councils serve a broad range of stakeholders including the local communities, government agencies, healthcare providers, employees, customers, shareholders, community developers, and non-governmental organisations.  Community engagement plays an important role in the success of local council projects, policies, and governance as it taps into local knowledge, encourages community participation in governance, and reduces conflicts (Albone et al., 2014). However, many governmental organisations and authorities face a significant challenge in incorporating community engagement in their processes and getting people to participate. Central Bedfordshire Council is a local authority established within Bedfordshire county, England. The council was established as a merger of Mid and South Bedfordshire Districts and Bedfordshire County. The organisation serves the local community through various programs like housing, education, waste, and recycling, business registration services, benefits, and community safety among others. The Bedfordshire Community Council recognises community engagement as a strategy to ensure and promote a collaborative and coordinated partnership approach to its governance for its programs. The goal is to partner with communities to address local issues, share information and develop an enhanced understanding through community insights to help people in shaping their communities. In this role, I have been appointed as the community engagement officer for Bedfordshire Community Council to prepare a report on how the council could better engage with the community. In the report, I will highlight areas that the council is currently active in and evaluate the approach that it could pursue to increase engagement.  Finally, I will provide several options that the council could use to engage with community members. 
[bookmark: _Toc128390765][bookmark: _Toc128391191][bookmark: _Toc128392130]Evaluation of the Council’s Projects and Programs 
Bedfordshire Community Council undertakes numerous projects and programs that seek to empower the local community. The programs range from education, sustainability, housing, planning, and support for the welfare of businesses and communities (Albone et al., 2014). The Pathways Programme is an ambitious project that the council has embarked on in partnership with the Community Energy South to support the council’s clean and sustainable energy projects (Central Bedfordshire, 2022). Through the partnership, Community Energy South seeks to deliver a six-step mentorship program to help establish a thriving community energy sector across Central Bedfordshire. The project seeks to get community energy projects started and to accelerate those in progress including solar panels on community buildings, and support energy efficient and renewable energy projects. These projects are expected to accelerate the Council’s goal to reach zero net carbon by 2030. Pathways Programme targets individuals and groups that are involved in community-led sustainable energy projects by offering free training, business development, and funding support (Central Bedfordshire, 2022). I will examine the best practice and strategies for promoting community engagement to assure the success of the project. 
According to NBS (2012), community engagement is a complex process that should begin with the evaluation of the groups that are interested in or are directly affected by the project.  Therefore, the council should consider all community stakeholders including individuals, groups, and organisations that have expressed interest in clean energy so as to understand their interests, concerns, and ideas to promote the project. The community stakeholders may be linked by their identity, interactions on social media, and issues of interest. This should be followed by selecting an appropriate engagement strategy based on the stakeholder group and interest. Community engagement can be achieved through three strategies; community involvement, community investment, and community integration (NBS, 2012). Community investment involves providing information, donations, and volunteer ships. Community involvement on the side is a two-way communication with the local community as a form of the consultation process to share ideas (Head, 2007). Finally, community integration involves jointly selected and jointly controlled projects that may even be led by the community. Based on the evaluation of the strategies above, Central Bedfordshire Council has adopted community investment by providing training, mentorship, and funding to kick-start and accelerate investment in renewable energy solutions. The community stakeholders may have suffered from limited or lack of finances, skills and expertise to initiate and manage the product development and business development to successfully launch the products on the market. As a result, the Pathways Programme promotes community engagement between the local council and the Community Energy South organisation to offer training, business development, and funding to get the project started. 
[bookmark: _Toc128390767][bookmark: _Toc128391193][bookmark: _Toc128392131]Community Engagement Standards and Principles 
Community engagement involves empowering local people by giving them a voice and actively involving them in making decisions that affect themselves, their communities, and neighbourhoods (Habibi, Laroche, and Richard, 2014). At the core of community engagement is the need to develop deeper relationships, encourage open communication, actively listen and build an understanding of people and their communities. Through community engagement, the organisation undertakes to inform, consult, provide feedback and empower the local community through ongoing relationships and encouraging dialogue. At Central Bedfordshire, effective community engagement involves providing information to people on how to access services, consultation on the council’s policies, strategies, policies and services, provision of feedback, involving the community in the design and delivery of services and decision-making processes among others (Central Bedfordshire, 2015).   
There are several principles and standards that underpin the concept of community engagement. First, all community engagements should adhere to the principles of fairness, equality, and inclusion to ensure that everyone within the community is allowed to participate (Goodman et al., 2017). Community engagement should also be guided by a clear and specific purpose with a clearly stated method for achieving the purpose. All participants should be allowed an opportunity to exercise their skills and expertise while ensuring that information is shared ad provided in real-time (Paterson, 2010). Furthermore, community engagement should reinforce a culture of engagement and participation supported by institutions that support continuous quality community improvement. Finally, community engagement should encourage openness and learning to ensure that all parties involved actively listen to each other and explore new ideas and apply the new information in a way that encourages the generation of new ideas and evaluation of the community engagement programs for effectiveness (Paterson, 2010). Apart from the principles, effective community engagement is underpinned by various standards that include active involvement, support, collaboration, information sharing, feedback, monitoring, and evaluation. Therefore, Central Bedfordshire should consider these standards and principles to effectively engage with the local community and target participants for the Pathways Programme. 
[bookmark: _Toc128390768][bookmark: _Toc128391194][bookmark: _Toc128392132]Benefits of Community Engagement 
For business organisations, community engagement offers the primary way to build bigger businesses and gain new customers. Community engagement simply involves giving local people a voice and allowing them to be more involved in the issues and decisions that affect their community and neighbourhood’s (Habibi, Laroche, and Richard, 2014). This is important as it helps to involve the community in developing solutions to their problems, improve the quality of service delivery and deliver value for the taxpayers’ money. Involvement of the local community also helps to bring the community and decision-makers together in order to address shared concerns, increase openness in decision making and promote community cohesion. For instance, global warming has become a global social problem that has been felt in nearly every corner of the world including the Central Bedfordshire Council. Efforts have been driven toward changing human behaviour and encouraging innovations that promote the well-being of the planet. Pathway Programme offers an opportunity for the Community Energy South to involve local community individuals and groups with an interest in clean energy solutions to develop and launch energy efficient and sustainable energy solutions towards achieving zero carbon. This encourages a community-wide commitment and collaboration to limit carbon footprint and contribute to sustainability. Additionally, a collaborative and coordinated community engagement approach with the community is essential to minimise duplication efforts, save costs and reduce community fatigue. It also offers a joint view of the problem facing the community and what they want so as to encourage a joint strategic decision-making approach. ‘
[bookmark: _Toc128390769][bookmark: _Toc128391195][bookmark: _Toc128392133]Evaluation of Stakeholder Relationship and Social Media Engagement Strategy 
The primary stakeholders in the Pathways program and other community projects in Central Bedfordshire include individuals, groups, and community-based organisations that have an interest in resolving various issues that the local communities are facing. The relationship between Community Energy South, individuals, and groups with an interest in clean renewable energy is collaborative. Ideally, these individuals and groups have an interest in developing energy-efficient and clean energy products but suffer from inadequate funding and business development to successfully launch and deliver the products and solutions to the market. Therefore, Community Energy South through the Pathways Programme seeks to empower the local individuals and groups interested in group energy through training, business development, and funding support to get their innovations and accelerate the already existing ones. Therefore, Community Energy South primarily engages the community through a community investment program by providing the insights, information, and resources that they need to successfully launch energy-efficient solutions to the community to contribute in reducing carbon footprint towards realising the net zero carbon vision by 2030. Alternatively, Community Energy South should adopt community integration as a strategy to engage the local community of Central Bedfordshire in championing sustainability. This strategy can be pursued by involving the local community stakeholders to carefully projects based on the views and interests of locals and actively collaborate with them in brainstorming and developing solutions championed by the community itself. This will help to achieve their engagement and commitment in the implementation of the solutions. 
[bookmark: _Toc128390770][bookmark: _Toc128391196][bookmark: _Toc128392134]Social Media Engagement Strategy 
A well-developed and implemented social media campaign offers the best way for one to attract, interact with the community, and comment on online engagements (Commonplace, 2022). However, this is a daunting task as one has to consider whether to use organic or paid ads and how social media engagement can be evaluated. The first strategy for Central Bedfordshire and Community Energy South to increase engagement is to develop a strong online presence on social media platforms such Meta, LinkedIn, and Twitter (Smith and Gallicano, 2015). The local council should set up the websites and social pages in a way that demonstrates the credibility of the organisations. For instance, having a logo and critical information that shows that the page belongs to it. 
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After establishing an online presence, the Central Bedfordshire council should embark on identifying its online community that includes individuals and groups in Bedfordshire with an interest in clean and renewable energy solutions. This will be a step for the organisation to identify its key influencers and their interests by running social media audit. Using #Cleanenergy or #Renewableenergy, the organisation will be able to identify the online community of individuals, groups and movements that support its cause so as to connect with them. 
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[bookmark: _Toc128390771]This will help the organisation to identify and connect with its online community. The social media strategy should involve sharing creative content of videos and stories about the dangers of climate change and globalisation as a result of unsustainable human practices and unrenewable energy followed by a call to action. This will help to spur a debate from likeminded individuals, organisations and social media connections to respond on the issue and support the cause towards clean renewable energy. 




[bookmark: _Toc128392135]Conclusion 
In conclusion, community engagement is a powerful strategy that harnesses the input of organisations and grassroots stakeholders, and groups in developing solutions to issues facing their communities and neighbourhoods. This offers an opportunity for the local community to take part in developing solutions to problems they face, reduce costs and commit toward establishing better communities. Community engagement is achieved through multiple strategies such as community investments, community involvement, and community integration. Community investment involves empowering communities by providing the resources and information needed to solve problems while community involvement entails two-way communication with stakeholders in identifying and resolving issues. Finally, community integration goes beyond the first two and instead strives to develop close ties with the community in collaborative brainstorming and development of solutions. The relationship between stakeholders influences the choice of an effective community engagement strategy. Finally, digital technology and the rise of social media has served to improve community engagement by supporting communities to connect and engage in real time. 
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