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Report  
Margaret McLeod, Development Officer at VSNW, welcomed everyone to the event which was the first meeting of a new forum for third sector community empowerment practitioners in the North West. 
Scene Setting

The morning began with a look at some of the background to community empowerment in the region.   Carol Latham of Bolton Community Network gave an overview of the development and current activities of Bolton CN.   Her presentation would be made available electronically.   This was followed by Margaret McLeod who explained Voluntary Sector North West’s role and involvement with the North West’s Community Empowerment Networks over the last five years.

Margaret highlighted the evolving role of the Empowerment agenda nationally, with the focus put on it by the Dept. for Communities and Local Government in particular and also the role of local authorities in delivering community empowerment.  This had contributed towards the need to engage with not just Community Empowerment Networks but with any third sector organisation carrying out empowerment activities in local areas.

The Regional Empowerment Partnership, North West Together We Can, also needed to be able to engage with third sector organisations who engage in community empowerment activities.  VSNW as a member of the partnership saw an important role for the proposed Forum in feeding in strategically to the partnership and enhancing the work of Together We Can.
Empowerment in the North West

Margaret McLeod gave a brief overview of some of the key agencies – national, regional and sub-regional – who have an interest in community empowerment.  These included:
· North West Improvement and Efficiency Partnership – a partnership of the region’s local authorities whose role was to support local authorities, their staff and elected members to deliver services more effectively.

· Government Office North West – central government in the region.  They had a role in monitoring the delivery of government policy and had recently appointed a secondee from the third sector, Jane Groves, to act as a link between Government Office and the sector.  GONW also have a role in monitoring local authorities and their delivery of national indicators through Local Area Agreements.  They also monitor the Places survey.
· Take Part – is a government initiative aimed at encouraging people to become active citizens and participate in their local communities?  Manchester Metropolitan University have been running Take Part in Salford for the last two years and a new initiative will begin in Burnley, Pendle and Rossendale shortly.  

· Department of Communities and Local Government – the Community Empowerment agenda is very firmly driven by Hazel Blears.  The White Paper ‘Communities in Control‘ is the vehicle through which community empowerment is delivered via a range of initiatives from Participatory Budgeting, Community Call for Action, Duty to Involve to Petitions, Community Anchors, Community Asset Transfer.  DCLG is also very involved in the national indicators delivered through Local Area Agreements.
· Regional Empowerment Partnership (REP).  In the North West the REP is called North West Together We Can.  It is a partnership of third sector organisations, public sector agencies, local authorities and academic institutions.  Its role is to 

· To help develop collaborative learning, practice and research
· To co-ordinate activities: share learning, develop knowledge and explore the best way to fill gaps 

· To support a strategic approach to community empowerment and engagement across the region 
A fuller description of the activities of NW Together We Can was given in a presentation by the programme manager, Eve Davidson.

Aims and Structures
A draft Aims and Purpose document was given out (attached) and in groups delegates commented on the proposed aims and also the suggested structure.  In addition they were asked to identify key areas of policy or issues they would like the forum to focus on over the next twelve months.  Below is a summary of the key points raised:
Proposed Statement of Intent
“The Third Sector Empowerment Practitioners Forum aims to be the legitimate voice of community empowerment for the Voluntary and Community Sector in the North West.”
· It was suggested that the word ‘strategic’ should be added to this statement.  But others queried whether the focus of the forum should be strategic or practitioner.
· There was a discussion about ‘the legitimate voice’ and that it should be ‘a’ legitimate voice.  Legitimate suggests that it is recognised by those who have power and therefore the forum must be accountable to members and to their views.  It must also be proactive not just reactive which means raising the issues of members.
Proposed Guiding Principles

· It was suggested that the first Principle should be split into two, i.e. separating the knowledge through partnership working and sharing good practice from the influencing at a regional and national level.
· The question was asked whether it was to be vehicle for influence or was it just a conduit for knowledge and good practice – felt this should be clearer. Others saw the main aims as Influence – Sustainability – Funding – with survival being achieved with integrity and able to achieve objectives.
· The document should make more explicit who forum is for – infrastructure and front line providers – and if so the forum needs to make sure it engages with the full range of VCS organisations working in community empowerment.  In addition did the wording reflect both infrastructure and front line providers?
· It was suggested that its main role should be about sharing good practice and learning and that meetings should be topic based and focus on practical skills. Others saw the forum as somewhere also to be able to ‘find an expert’.

·  Outcomes were also seen as an important focus for the forum.
Structure
· It was also felt that the forum should define and reflect the distinction between community activists and paid support workers / “voice givers”.

· The main comment regarding the structure for steering the forum was that it should not be called a ‘management group’.
All the above points will be discussed by the working group and fed into a revised Aims and Principles document.
Policy Issues and Areas of Focus for next twelve months

Delegates were asked to identify what they felt were the key areas that they would like the Forum to look at featuring in their meetings over the next twelve months. There was a wide range of topics which were split between 

· Identifying areas of good practice to share 
· Developing a common message about community empowerment and showing the independent voice of the third sector 
· Commissioning and Public Service Delivery
· Current national issues – the Economic Downturn and the possible
impact of a change of government
· Partnership working
· Sustainability – Financial, Integrity, Resourcing
· Developing a comprehensive engagement strategy 
· Rural areas
Next Steps

The current working group would be extended to involve any others who were interested and an invitation would be sent out following the event.  The first task of the working group would be to finalise the Aims and Principles and develop an Action Plan.

VSNW will act as a secretariat and support the development of the Forum in terms of its members, activities and meetings.  It will also support the Forum to develop its ‘voice’.  As part of this process it will support the identification / election of a representative from the Forum to sit on the North West Together We Can Partnership.
Speakers

North West Together We Can

Eve Davidson gave a presentation on the work of North West Together We Can.  Its main aim is provide a strategic approach to community empowerment and engagement activity in the region through coordinating activities and developing collaborative learning, practice and research.  A copy of her presentation would be made available on VSNW’s website..

RS2010 - Issues and Principles Paper Consultation Workshop
Richard Caulfield gave a presentation on the RS2010 Issues and Principles Paper.  This is a consultation document on the proposed new strategy for the North West currently under development.  It will bring together three current documents: the Regional Economic Strategy, the Regional Spatial Strategy and the Regional Housing Strategy into one document for the North West.

The consultation after the presentation focussed on the Issue of Communities and Place within the document and the following is a summary of the key points raised.

Overall

· The Language and format of the document was felt to be disenfranchising

· Concern were expressed regarding the values used in writing the document

Assumptions

· An addition to the list of Assumptions was made:  Health and Social inequalities in the North West will continue to grow 
Issue: Communities and Place

· The focus of the section was on place not people

· There was no mention of equalities issues or rural issues
· There was no mention of communities of interest

· There was no acknowledgment that often local communities know best what their needs are

· The question was raised:  Is there always going to be a regional trade-off whereby the long term deprived will always be present.
Measuring Success
Those present were asked to look at how success could be measured in the region.  Currently GVA (Gross Value Added) which measures the value of goods and services in the region is the only mechanism used to assess the wealth of the region.  
In the feedback people identified that communities thrive when they have aspirations and the confidence that they can be met.  It was felt there should be greater investment in Social Capital as this enables people to thrive but there needs to be a way of measuring it that captures the broad benefits it brings. 
VSNW had been involved in carrying out a series of consultations with the voluntary and community sector across the region and many of the comments made were in common with other views expressed which had been incorporated into the response that VSNW was making on behalf of sector to the Paper.

Voluntary Sector North West (VSNW)

St Thomas Centre

Ardwick Green North

Manchester 

M12 6FZ

Tel: 0161 276 9300

Fax: 0161 276 9301

Email: info@vsnw.org.uk
Web: www.vsnw.org.uk
Registered charity no. 1081654

Company limited by guarantee

Registered in England no. 3988903

Registered office as above
� EMBED Word.Document.12 ���








4

[image: image2.emf] 

Voluntary Sector North West  

  VSNW      

Accountability | Knowledge | Equality    

 (
Accountability | Knowledge | Equality
) (
Voluntary Sector North West
 
VSNW
)


