The Hong Kong Council of Social Service

Summary of NGOs' Focus Groups on District Planning

1. Introduction

With the introduction of district planning, the Council had organized 5 district discussion forums in October 2001.  NGOs' views and concerns were discussed with SWD.  To update the progress of the issue, an NGO forum was organized in late March.  Subsequently, 5 focus groups, involving NGO colleagues from different districts, were held in May and June 2002.  The following is a summary of the focus group participants’ views and expectations on district planning.

2. NGOs' Understanding and Views on the Progress of District Planning

· Expectations on District Planning:
NGOs expect that through district planning, the SWD, NGOs, relevant professionals and the community (such as District Council and service users) can join hands in the assessment of local needs and formulation of local strategies to respond to such needs.  It is hoped that district planning can promote more responsive service, enhance service interface as well as mobilize cross sector collaboration.  

· Diversity in Implementation Process:

· As district planning is still in its formative stage, there is no standard protocol in the implementation of district planning.  According to our understanding, the District Officers are provided with quite a high degree of flexibility in actualizing the concept of district planning.  So far, the NGOs' experience of district planning varies from district to district.  Moreover, according to the NGOs, most local district offices have not yet shared with them their plans to conduct district planning.  

· While it is agreed that more flexibility should be provided in the formative stage, NGOs hope that the experiences in the various districts will be consolidated in the near future in consultation with the relevant stakeholders.  Identification of facilitating factors and key elements of district planning process will enhance its effective implementation. 

· District Planning Mechanism

· Under the chairmanship of the DSWO, each district has four District Coordinating Committees (DCC on Family & Child Welfare Services, DCC on Elderly Services, DCC on Rehabilitation Services, DCC on Volunteer Movement, and one to two Local Committees on Services for Young People).  In some districts, there are joint forums for members of the Committees to discuss issues of common concern.  In some districts, one or two district-wide forums were held, involving concerned stakeholders

· So far, NGOs find that the functioning of these Committees vary among districts.  NGOs value the opportunities to discuss district needs and responding strategies in these forums.  However, in some cases, these forums, at this stage, only serve the function of information-giving, reporting or planning for joint programme.

· NGOs hope that in the future, the district committee/local committee will focus on need assessment and strategic planning.  The committees should also be entrusted with the task of proposing strategies in involving and consulting the community in the planning process.

· NGOs also find it important to strengthen the linkage between the Committee and those service units with no representation in the Committee.  In some districts, the meeting agenda and minutes of the Committees are sent to all service units.  Some districts also welcome non-members to join the meeting on an in-attendance basis.  NGOs find that these are good practices which promote better communication and collaboration among concerned parties, as well as enhance ownership to the district strategic plan.

· Local Need Assessment and Strategic Planning

· In some districts, the Planning and Coordination Teams provide the NGOs with socio-demographic statistics of the districts and a collection of the findings of local researches.  NGOs find such information very useful and they serve as a good reference for need assessment.  So far, NGOs view that given the short period of time since the introduction of district planning, the ways to conduct need assessment and strategic planning have not taken shape yet.

· NGOs indicate their readiness to take a more active part in local need assessment and strategic planning.  They hope that they can contribute to the process by analysis of quantitative data, sharing on field observation and through consultation with users and relevant stakeholders.  It is recommended that a more structured planning process and schedule can be worked out and the NGOs, in formulating their annual plan of their service unit, can draw reference to the district strategic plan.

· Mobilization of Service Integration and Service Interface

· NGOs appreciate that with the implementation of district planning, the district offices have further strengthened their roles in the mobilization of service integration and service interface.  This is reflected in the current formation of Integrated Teams of CY services and development of Youth Outreach Team, the formation of IFSC and the revamping of elderly services.

· In the process, NGOs fully support the Department that a 'bottom-up' instead  of a 'top-down' approach should be adopted, i.e. NGOs to be encouraged to propose initiative in service integration and service interface instead of the Government imposing their proposal on them.  Mutual dialogue is important to identify the best approach to match the community characteristics.

· Strengthening Partnership between the Government and NGOs & Promoting Multi-disciplinary Collaboration

· NGOs express their wish to further strengthen their partnership with the Government in district planning.  At present, NGOs find that the levels of partnership vary from district to district.  NGOs indicate their appreciation of those district offices which maintain close communication with NGOs and invite their views in different levels of discussion, eg. in identification of issues of concern, agenda setting, formulation of strategic plans and etc. Mutual trust and respect are essential.  NGOs also acknowledge that they have to take a proactive role in the process.  

· NGOs also reflect that multi-disciplinary collaboration has been strengthened in the district planning process.  It is important that concerned government departments, apart from SWD, as well as the District Council and other community bodies, to own the tasks and commit to work together for the well-being of the community.  Both the policy support at the central level and the commitment at the local level are important to make things work.
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