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CO-PRODUCTION
AnewpeRSpeCTive
onpARTneRShip

ByhAnS SChLAppA
LEAD ExPERT OF THE SURE THEMATIC NETWORK,
AND peTeR RAmSden, THEMATIC POLEMANAGER

A growing number of practitioners and policy makers use the term
“co-production” when they refer to collaborations in the regeneration
process. Many of us now frequently use “co-production”
in place of “partnership working” without being aware that
there are important distinctions in the meanings that these
terms have.

This article suggests that the concept of co-production offers a fresh
perspective on important aspects of partnership working in
regeneration contexts. A number of examples from the SURE
Network1 are used to illustrate how core elements of collaborative
regeneration practice can be seen in a new light when looking at them
through the lens of co-production. The benefits of using
co-production rather than partnership working as the terminology to
explain and analyse collaborative processes in urban regeneration are
then discussed. This article concludes with a discussion of the
implications this concept might have for both policy makers and
practitioners.

Reinventing
“partnership working”
Contemporary area-based regeneration pol-
icy and practice put an emphasis on effective
partnership working and an integrated
approach towards problem solving. It also
includes a strong participative element and
emphasises the involvement of local commu-
nities in the strategy development and imple-
mentation process.

Partnership has been one of the four guiding
principles of the Structural Funds since their
reform in 1989. In an urban context, the
partnership is both horizontal between
actors on the ground and vertical, with man-
aging authorities and policy directorates at
regional and national level. There are many
forms and styles of partnership ranging from
collaborative ventures for different agencies
and civil society to tackle complex problems

The concept
of co-production offers
a fresh perspective
on important aspects
of partnership working
in regeneration
contexts.
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suggestions were made at a time when the
American government was struggling with
severe budgetary constraints and pressures
for public sector reform. Today many
national and local governments seem to be
re-discovering this idea. In Europe in par-
ticular, where cities have been hard hit by
the economic downturn3, the structural
funds are increasingly focusing on the col-
laborative generation of services, jobs and
enterprise4.

Introduction

When co-production was identified as a
specific concept in the early 1970s, it gener-
ated substantial interest in America2.
Academics and practitioners then sug-
gested that the co-production of public ser-
vices in areas such as health care, policing,
or the management of open spaces could
improve service quality and reduce govern-
mental spending at the same time. These
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together, to more institutional approaches in
which large public and private agencies
determine policy priorities and develop
strategy.

While partnerships at their best can be
shining beacons of collaborative working,
there is widespread scepticism about the
capacity of partnership structures to facili-
tate the sharing of power, risk, capabilities
and resources between organisations and
across sectors. Smaller organisations in
particular, which tend to be closest to
the grassroots of communities, lack the
capacity to engage with partnership pro-
cesses, and where they are included at the
partnerships table they frequently lack the
“clout” to influence the decision making
process.

These are just some of the reasons why the
term partnership has become problematic –
especially in the member States that have
been working for longest with these participa-
tive approaches5. This also explains, at least
in part, why we are beginning to use different
terms, such as co-production, to describe
collaborative practice in urban regeneration.
Nevertheless, this shift away from “partner-
ship” and towards “co-production” raises the
question of what exactly do we mean by co-
production. Furthermore, are there compel-
ling reasons to develop a sharper distinction
between co-production and partnership
working?

Defining co-production

There are different definitions of co-produc-
tion. Two of its leading scholars, Victor Pestoff
and Tacho Brandsen6, have worked on
this topic for some time and Pestoff gives
a simple definition which includes co-pro-
duction alongside co-management and
co-governance.
X Co-production refers to an arrangement
where citizens produce, at least in part, the
services they use themselves. Co-producing
citizens do not rely on financial or other inputs
from public agencies to develop a new or
improve an existing service. However, at the
site of service co-production we frequently
find public officials providing direct support to
citizens, community groups or small non-
profit organisations.
X Co-management refers to a situation
where different organisations work alongside
each other to co-ordinate the delivery of a
service or project. For co-management to
occur direct user or citizen participation is not
necessary, but actors from different sectors

and organisations use their respective
resources to directly contribute in practical
ways to the delivery of a specific project or
service.
X Co-governance is about the strategic plan-
ning of a service or a project. Actors from dif-
ferent organisations and sectors determine
shared policy priorities and may translate
these into strategic plans. Co-governance
comes perhaps closest to what many regen-
eration partnerships are primarily engaged in7.

It is important to note that in the develop-
ment and delivery of every project or ser-
vice we are likely to find all of these three
dimensions to some extent. However,
each of these dimensions is distinct from
the other. Directly co-producing a service
is different from working closely with
another organisation to co-manage its
delivery. There is also a clear distinction
between co-production and co-manage-
ment, which are directly concerned with
the provision of a specific service or

project, and co-governance, which is pri-
marily concerned with strategy and
policy-making.

Some examples from the
URBACT SURE network

To illustrate the different dimensions of co-
production and to demonstrate that this
concept easily relates to contemporary prac-
tice in urban regeneration we now provide
some examples from the SURE network.
SURE includes nine medium sized towns,
which came together to learn from each other
about inclusive socio-economic regeneration
strategies. Each partner is at a different stage
of development, and in many cases, it is not
clear yet to what extent, their Local Action
Plans will involve co-production, co-manage-
ment or co-governance. One of the SURE
partners, Dun Laoghaire Rathdown County
Council (DLR), has a long track record of
working with local communities and of

Co-production refers to an arrangement where citizens
produce, at least in part, the services they use themselves.
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Shanganagh Park House:
An example
of co-management

Shanganagh Park House is a local commu-
nity centre, which provides space for several
dozen projects and services. The municipal-
ity owns the building and contributes towards
its running costs. The community groups
pay a rent for the space they use which goes
towards the payment of administrative staff
and running costs of the building. Most of the
people you meet in Shanganagh Park House
are volunteers. They come to help with the
running of crèches for small children, support
women who suffer from abuse, or provide
sports and educational activities for young
people10.

The management committee of Shanganagh
Park House consists of representatives
from the non-governmental organisations,
which are using the building, local poli-
ticians as well as officers from the munici-
pality. They share responsibility for the
management of the facility, in particular
making sure that sufficient income is gener-
ated without curtailing the range of services
local people want to see at Shanganagh
Park House. While much of this co-
management work is routine, there can be
very significant joint initiatives. For example,

only recently, the municipality raised over
€1million to refurbish the premises and the
organisations using the building did their
part by organising fundraising initiatives to
obtain equipment and upgrade their service
provision: “When we started in 1977 every-
thing was done on a shoestring. We had no
heating and I used to scrub the bare floor-
boards every week. I look at the house now
and think Shanganagh House is a shining
example of what can be achieved when
local communities and public agencies
work together.” (Member of the Steering
Group)

The RAPID Programme:
Anexampleofco-governance

RAPID (Revitalising Areas through Planning,
Investment and Development) is a national
programme in Ireland which operates in
disadvantaged urban areas. In DLR, the
RAPID programme was established in
2001 to tackle socio-economic disadvan-
tage and social exclusion in two neigh-
bourhoods, which also form part of the
SURE target area. RAPID is supported by
a local co-ordinator, Dave Lawless, who
works with eight thematic sub-groups,
each prioritising the resources that are
available to regenerate the deprived
neighbourhoods.

supporting the establishment of institutional
infrastructures, which enable citizens to par-
ticipate in the provision, management and
governance of local services. Hence, it was
relatively easy to identify three examples,
which illustrate the different dimensions of co-
production in the regeneration process.

Shanganagh Community
Garden: An example
of Co-production

The Shanganagh Community Garden came
about as a result of the development work
done by Dave Lawless. Lawless works for
the government funded RAPID programme8,
which provides community development
staff and project funding for the most
deprived neighbourhoods in Ireland. In his
role as RAPID Co-ordinator, Dave consulted
local residents on whether they would have
an interest in developing a community gar-
den on a piece of waste ground adjoining
their properties. Despite a muted response
from residents living next to the area of land,
the municipality improved the ground and
provided the basic infrastructure for an allot-
ment, such as fencing and footpaths. Half
expecting a very slow take up, Lawless was
surprised when requests from local residents
flooded in; within a few months, all of the
40 plots had been allocated to local grow-
ers. Most of them live directly next to their
plots, but some come from a little further
away:
“It was absolutely amazing, the response was
fantastic. There are families, but importantly
many older men who are engaging in this gar-
dening project. That brings so many health
and social benefits to them and the commu-
nity. This is a real success!”

Growers pay for all the equipment and materi-
als needed to cultivate their plot and grow
their produce while a social enterprise pro-
vides horticultural training. Together they have
transformed the wasteland into an oasis
where fruit and vegetables are grown and
where important social contacts thrive. It is
now expected that the garden will be
extended to give more residents the opportu-
nity to grow their own produce and, equally
important, connect with a rapidly growing
social network.

This project also reflects a wider and emerg-
ing interest in community gardening in Ireland.
In neighbouring Dublin, for example, the
municipality actively promotes this idea to its
citizens across the city9.

■■■
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The diagram above shows how local and
national government engage with locally
determined priorities through the gover-
nance structure of the RAPID programme.
The RAPID Co-ordinator reports to the
Steering Group, which is made up of resi-
dents, politicians, non-governmental organ-
isations and public agency representatives.
Each of the eight task groups has a similar
mix of members and the diagram also indi-
cates how the SURE project fits into the
overall programme structure. This structure
is typical for regeneration partnerships.
What makes RAPID different to many
regeneration partnerships is that the co-
governance arrangement is not focused on
a single funding stream or a single issue. As
such, the RAPID structure offers itself as a
framework through which decisions on a
range of funding opportunities and regen-
eration priorities can be made. Other part-
nerships, such as the Southside Partnership,
which is an umbrella for a large number of
regeneration programmes, also use the gov-
ernance structure of RAPID to determine
joint policy priorities and strategy across a
range of issues such as health, hous-
ing, employment, crime and so forth.
Furthermore, the participation of non-
governmental organisations and residents is
more than just “lip service” – without them
dozens of projects, two of which were
described above, would simply not come to
fruition.

Parallel Production –
a problematic approach

Parallel production is when civil society organ-
isations, that are notionally part of the regen-
eration partnership process, end up “doing it
alone” because relations with public authori-
ties are weak. They work in parallel to public
authorities while lip service is paid to “consult-
ation” and “participation” and relationships
are often solely focused on funding.

The following example comes from a study
of three URBAN II programmes11, which
focused on the impact of European Union
funding on non-profit organisations, which
contribute to the regeneration process. This
short case study represents a particularly
stark example but sadly reflects regeneration
practice found in many cities in Europe.

At the time, the URBAN II programme was
being drawn up Youth Enterprise (not its real
name) had worked in the neighbourhood for
over 25 years, employed 250 staff and was
running a wide range of services, largely from
the properties it had acquired over time.
Youth Enterprise wanted to create a commu-
nity centre and use the URBAN II grant to
refurbish a derelict building that had been
donated to them by a private individual.
It was very difficult for Youth Enterprise to
secure URBAN II funding, despite its staff

having significant experience and success
in tendering for substantial youth service
contracts in the area. Not only because the
application process was considered very
demanding, there were also criticisms that
the project selection and approval process
was biased towards the interests of public
agencies which dominated the URBAN II
partnership:
“The URBAN Steering Committee gave pref-
erence to projects put forward by public
agencies. ... Very few third sector organiza-
tions were given a chance.” (Project Officer)

Once Youth Enterprise had secured some
URBAN II funding, the monitoring and report-
ing requirements put significant strain on
staff, in part because the organisation had not
used European Union funding before. Staff
also felt that the programme management
team offered very little support both in helping
them respond to the monitoring requirements
or in dealing with other problems, they
encountered in delivering their project:
“The programme manager shows no interest
whatsoever in what we are trying to achieve
here. They only show up when they have offi-
cial delegations who want to see an inte-
grated youth training project.” (Project Officer)

Officials from the municipality who were
responsible for the programme management
team, consultants that had been recruited
specifically for the implementation of
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One of the key benefits of thinking about regeneration
practice in terms of co-production, co-management or
co-governance is that our attention is drawn to the
interaction of the actors.

URBAN II, saw no reason why they or the pro-
gramme management team should be
expected to provide additional support for
service providers such as Youth Enterprise:
“I don’t know in detail what their problem is. I
can’t get involved in all the URBAN projects.
The question is if they do have substantial
problems what are they going to do about it?
That’s their problem, isn’t it?” (municipal
official)

While Youth Enterprise had a highly success-
ful track record in securing funding from pub-
lic agencies, the director and his colleagues
had learned to minimise the influence public
officials would have on their work:
“I am glad when they don’t get involved in our
work. That always creates problems. We
develop solutions with residents, not with
public agencies.” (Director)

Clearly real co-production goes beyond the
normal contracting that takes place between
funders and providers of services in traditional
programme delivery arrangements.

Implications
for regeneration policy
and practice

Regeneration is a complex process and all
the partners have to contribute for it to work.
It is often impossible to say why, when and
where the collaborative process unwinds
and turns into something that is adversarial
and competitive. As the case of Youth
Enterprise shows, partnership structures in
themselves – especially those structured
around funding opportunities - do not always
provide any assurance that services or
initiatives will be created in a collaborative and
mutually supportive way. Despite the
Structural Funds regulations insisting on the
partnership principle and collaboration
between public agencies and local communi-
ties, this often does not go beyond a simple
funding relationship. Financing social enter-
prises and civil society organisations is of
course an important pre-condition for the co-
production of a service, but frequently obtain-
ing and accounting for funding is anything but
a collaborative process.

One of the key benefits of thinking about
regeneration practice in terms of co-product-
ion, co-management or co-governance is
that our attention is drawn to the interaction
of the actors. There are different expectations
associated with officials responsible for the
development of policy priorities in time limited
regeneration programmes compared to offi-
cers who engage with volunteers to create a
new project or support the delivery of a ser-
vice. Nobody should be expected to deal with
all aspects of regeneration practice, but the
term “partnership working” has become syn-
onymous with all manner of political pro-
cesses, practical actions and institutional
structures typically associated with the
development of integrated solutions to urban
problems. The terminology of coproduction,
in contrast, helps us make important dis-
tinctions about different, and often highly spe-
cialised, aspects of partnership working.

Focusing on the practical actions of individu-
als has further advantages. For example,
when trying to encourage the adoption of suc-
cessful social innovations in different European
countries, policy makers and practitioners fre-
quently struggle to convince their colleagues
back in their own country that such
approaches can be made to work in their local
contexts. While there may indeed be many
legal and institutional barriers to the adoption
of practices from abroad, it is probably easier
to change the behaviour of regeneration prac-
titioners than to change the regulations, which
govern the way in which public agencies oper-
ate. Identifying effective behaviours supports
the transfer of good practice because behav-
iours can be learned, copied and adapted in
ways, which respond effectively to the institu-
tional context in which they take place.

Moreover, when we talk about how a project
has been co-produced or co-managed our
attention is focused on the benefits as well as
challenges, which resulted from the actions
taken, by funders and providers of services.
This allows us to move beyond simply blam-
ing the regulations, the institutions or the
strategy for the lack of collaboration and
instead helps us focus on the elements that
matter in the creation of sustainable regen-
eration interventions, namely: constructive
and task orientated collaborations between

public agencies and local communities.
Developing some simple indicators of co-
production, co-management and co-gover-
nance could be the first step towards creating
new benchmarks for effective collaborative
regeneration practice. This might also re-
energise debates about effective approaches
to integrated urban regeneration because
partnership both as a concept and as a ter-
minology appears tired and overused.

Conclusion

Unpacking co-production has advantages
over conventional discussions of partnership.
It allows us to reflect more clearly on the pur-
pose of the collaboration and on the relation-
ships that are involved in the production,
management and governance of a service or
policy. In the context of urban areas, these dis-
tinctions can give us a better set of tools for
understanding the processes at work than the
broad concept of partnership. This approach
allows us to ask the question “partnership for
what?” and look at the inner workings of
regeneration partnerships that make all the
difference between success and failure. •
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