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Key Recommendations
1. All Sub-Regional Economic Partnerships should have VCS representatives throughout their structures

2. All LSP should have VCS representatives on Boards with an economic remit

3. Partners should recognise that there is a cost implication to sector representation and identify appropriate resources

4. The 5 Sub-Regional Consortia for VCS infrastructure to work with local partners to identify gaps in local provision of support services

5. Specialist support for mergers to be identified where this would bring improvement and efficiency gains and increase sustainability
6. Public Sector partners to honour existing SLAs and contracts and to increase sustainability through compact compliant funding arrangements

7. Public Sector to pay invoices in 10 days and strongly encourage those who are sub-contracting to do the same 

8. Revisit VCS ERDF proposals in light of changing economic circumstances

9. Partners to develop a strategy for the volunteering sector to respond to the economic downturn
10. Commission a six month post to examine the viability of projects outlined in this paper and with wider discussion with the VCS to develop a coherent package of activity for the VCS that positively impacts on the economy of the North West

Response to the Economic Downturn

Context

Voluntary Sector North West (VSNW) has been invited to sit on the Joint Economic Commission, a group chaired by the Regional Minister Beverley Hughes MP.  This group consists of a range of Public and Private Sector Partners in addition to the one seat afforded to VSNW, and it has three key roles:

· To assess and monitor the performance of the NW Economy

· Discuss the challenges facing the region and agree any necessary individual or joint actions, to ensure that the North West economy emerges from the current downturn stronger than before

· Enable Regional Ministers to ensure that decisions of the National Economic Council (NEC) can be implemented and that information on impacts in the NW can be fed back to NEC

At the same time as this group are meeting there are other groups being formed at a national, sub-regional and local level, all looking at responses based at that spatial level.
VSNW are determined that during the economic downturn the VCS not only has a voice within the development of new policies and strategies, but, like small and medium size enterprises, has support needs and the potential to deliver on a wide range of actions that will help the economy recover in a sustainable fashion.  The VCS can and should play a positive role in shaping the future of the North West, throughout the economic downturn and into the future.

VSNW have asked for feedback on the impact of the economic downturn on the sector in the region and convened a focus group to consider both how the downturn impacted upon the sector and the positive actions the sector might take in the short term that will support the region now and into the future.

This document seeks to outline some initial thinking form the focus group and from the conversations and responses we have received from a number of organisations from within the region.  It aims to highlight the potential for the sector to play its part in making a positive contribution to the future of the North West with our partners in the Public and Private sectors.

Voluntary Sector and ‘Voice’

VSNW are pleased that the sector has been engaged on the Joint Economic Commission and that the Minister for the Third Sector has convened a Third sector Summit at a National Level.  The consistent message that we receive is that VCS engagement in partnerships, especially those with an economic focus, is patchy at a sub-regional level.  Engagement of the VCS needs to become more consistent in Local Strategic Partnerships, especially with the SNR requirement for Local Economic Assessments and at a sub-regional level with the development of Economic Improvement Boards.  It is vital that these VCS representatives have accountability structures to ensure they are engaging with the wider sector and not simply an organisation from the sector.
Support for the Voluntary Sector
At present the impact of the downturn on the sector is currently being felt by the increase in the usage of services, at present there are no local reports of redundancies related to the current economic situation.  At the National Summit there was a general agreement that there is a time lag of 6 to 9 months before the impact will be widely felt by the sector and there is no evidence to suggest the NW sector is different in that respect.

The time lag gives the sector an opportunity to start planning effectively.  VCS support agencies have a major role to play in providing capacity building support with planning, strategy and financial skills.  Lack of high quality support to local groups could see demise of the very organisations that are at the forefront of many other policy initiatives and the reform agenda.

There will need to be an increase in collaboration, consideration to more sharing of back office functions and potentially merger within the sector.  Such activity may have significant upfront costs and require expertise from outside the organisations.
A further opportunity during the ‘lag’ is to open discussion with the widest possible range of funders.  Forecasting effectively with funders such as the Big Lottery and Charitable Trusts can assist with planning and also help to prioritise needs within the VCS and the communities they serve.
The value of the role of the sector needs to be recognised to ensure that funding for VCS groups does not become an easy target as Local Authorities in particular start to feel a squeeze on their resources.  Fair funding mechanisms need to be maintained and the compact adhered to locally and the regional compact and accompanying codes of practice developed speedily to give confidence to the sector of the intentions of our public sector partners.

VSNW acknowledge that the ’10 day payment’ request is for all payment requests from public bodies whether they are VCS or SMEs.  The VCS needs to be aware of this in order that it can request payments and public bodies should make the same request of contractors who sub contract given the increase in this arrangement.  Also there are examples of contracts taking a significant amount of time to be issued such that work has commenced but no invoice can be raised.  Public bodies should look to speed up processes between awarding contracts and their ability to make an initial payment.

VCS Delivery
The voluntary sector all ready plays a significant role in the economy of the North West.  There are opportunities that can be instigated quickly that could have significant immediate impact that also contributes to sustainable communities and the sustainable growth of the regional economy.  

There are currently over £30million of proposals in Merseyside alone that have been developed with a view to drawing down ERDF funding.  In most instances these projects are ready to be implemented with match funding in place.  Support to take some or all of these projects from concept to reality could have significant impact on the local economy but also bring true community benefit, providing a good outcome for all.

Several VCS partners have come forward to show great interest in the development of Modern Apprenticeships within the sector.  At a time when there is concern about the creation of new apprenticeships the opportunity to exists to quickly examine the potential to develop a focused programme on the sector and achieve some quick wins whilst developing a programme that has long term viability and benefit to the sector and apprentices.
Volunteering has already been highlighted by many partners as having a major role to play in many aspects of an economic downturn.  Whether that is a flux of older volunteers who may be retiring having taken redundancy, people wanting to maintain their working patterns whilst unemployed or people with health problems that see volunteering as a route back into the workplace, there are implications for our volunteering infrastructure and volunteer involving organisations.

Additionally there may be need for partners such as JC+ to consider their response to the downturn and volunteering and how rigorously they interpret guidance.  The issues for volunteering could be huge and the potential at present predictions are made on a series of untested assumptions.  A separate strand and approach to the downturn should be considered with particular respect to the ‘volunteering sector’ in its broadest sense.

There are several more opportunities flowing out of the sector ranging from the learning and skills agenda to the development of an employment brokerage scheme.  The capacity does not currently exist to examine the viability of these, indeed once again the capacity of the sector to respond as strongly as it would like is severely hampered by capacity at the earliest stage. If this is not addressed in the short term then it is possible that many great opportunities to make a difference in our local communities will be missed at a time when they could benefit the most.
Richard Caulfield
Chief Executive VSNW
VSNW (Voluntary Sector North West) is the regional voluntary sector network for the North West. The purpose of VSNW is to ensure that the voluntary and community sector (VCS), in all its diversity, takes its full part in shaping the future of the North West.

VSNW works with 150 members which

· work across the region directly supporting and delivering services for individuals, or

· are VCS infrastructure organisations (LIOs) that work with local voluntary and community groups.

VSNW members provide community services, regenerate neighbourhoods, support individuals, promote volunteering and tackle discrimination. The 40 generalist LIOs in membership of VSNW have a membership of 6,780 VCS groups and are in contact with 19,800 local voluntary and community sector groups in the North West – just under two-thirds (63%) of the region’s VCS groups.
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Ensuring that the voluntary and community sector, in all its diversity, takes its full part in shaping the future of the North West








Recommendations


All Sub-Regional Economic Partnerships should have VCS representatives throughout their structures


All LSP should have VCS representatives on Boards with an economic remit


Partners should recognise that there is a cost implication to sector representation and identify appropriate resources





Debt Advice


In a recent survey of debt advice providing services:


all individual respondents said they are running at full capacity; one CAB reported they had over 300 hours unpaid toil at present that staff will never take.


9 respondents core funding ends March 2009; 2 more had some funding streams that will end in March; 


All reported waiting lists with some of 6 weeks for specialist money advice – up to the end of January 2009 and one up to 3 months.


There is evidence of organisations trying to capitalise on individual problems through ‘rent back schemes’ and other potentially dangerous arrangements


Some advisers are being lured by commission based work  with some of these companies








Recommendations


The 5 Sub-Regional Consortia for VCS infrastructure to work with local partners to identify gaps in local provision of support services


Specialist support for mergers to be identified where this would bring improvement and efficiency gains and increase sustainability


Public Sector partners to honour existing SLAs and contracts and to increase sustainability through compact compliant funding arrangements


Public Sector to pay invoices in 10 days and strongly encourage those who are sub-contracting to do the same 





Economic Impact of VCS in the NW





The VCS in the North West employs at least 64,000 people – more than two of the six key NWDA sectors.


The VCS in the North West generates at least £2.47bn regional GVA.


Volunteering activity is worth between £3bn to £4bn per year.


There are over 31,400 voluntary and community sector groups in the North West.





Source: North West regional strategy evidence base: VSNW response
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Recommendations


Revisit VCS ERDF proposals in light of new circumstances


VSNW to work with partners to develop a strategy for the volunteering sector to respond to the economic downturn


Commission a six month post to examine the viability of projects outlined in this paper and with wider discussion with the VCS to develop a coherent package of activity for the VCS that positively impacts on the economy of the North West
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