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About VSNW

VSNW (Voluntary Sector North West) is the regional voluntary sector network for the North West. 
VSNW works with over 130 members 

· which either work directly, across the region, to support and deliver services for individuals, or
· which are infrastructure organisations which work with local voluntary and community groups.
VSNW members provide direct and community services, regenerate neighbourhoods, support individuals, promote volunteering and tackle discrimination.
By drawing on the experience of members, VSNW contributes to national and regional policy and acts as a voice for the voluntary and community sector in the North West. In terms of economic contribution, recent VSNW research
 has identified that the voluntary and community sector in the North West:
· is bigger than the regional Banking and Finance sector

· employs more people than the regional Manufacturing sector, and
· contributes over £9bn to the regional economy. 
Introduction

VSNW welcomes the opportunity to respond to Prosperous Places: Taking forward the review of sub national economic development and regeneration. 
VSNW supports the notion of a single integrated regional strategy. 
Within that context, we would seek to ensure that the full capabilities of the region are engaged in building economic growth that is substantive and sustainable; it should:

· include a broad partnership of all three sectors, including the voluntary and community sector (VCS), at regional, sub-regional and local levels
· promote quality of life for all ‑ this should be included as an objective of the regional strategy
· be environmentally sustainable.
We agree and believe that:
“[the third sector is] a driver of … opportunity and prosperity”
The Rt. Hon. John Hutton MP, Secretary of State for Business, Enterprise & Regulatory Reform, 13 March 2008
        
We believe this should be fully reflected in future regional, sub-regional and local arrangements. 
It is not in dispute that business has a primary role in building and driving forward economic prosperity. However, we believe that the consultation proposal underestimates the current record and further capacity of the voluntary and community sector to tackle worklessness and poverty, particularly long term, which would support increased, sustainable economic growth. VSNW believes that an integrated regional strategy should be driven by a truly integrated partnership of the private, public, and third sectors –“to build a vibrant environment based on a genuine partnership between all three sectors”.
 
The voluntary and community sector has a significant role to play that should be recognised alongside business so that we can develop a regional strategy that plays to the full strength of our region’s capabilities.
In many ways, it has been a slow dawning process – for all of us – to recognise the potential of the voluntary and community sector (VCS) to revolutionise the public services industry. We should not repeat that. The sub national review is a key opportunity for us to recognise what the sector could do to support a similar step-change in supporting economic growth and ensuring that all parts of our communities benefit.

It can be difficult to understand why a large section of organisations (approximately 865,000 across the UK
) determined to create better communities should be disadvantaged not because of what they do, but because their organisational values are different. 
One of our more long term concerns is the omission from the consultation of the voluntary and community sector. We would greatly welcome the opportunity to facilitate a focused discussion between BERR and key regional and sub-regional VCS partners to inform a step-change in VCS involvement in driving economic growth. The agenda could address elements of Partnership in Public Services: an action plan for third sector involvement 
 from the perspective of an implemented sub national review.
“More people and organisations are contributing to our economy and society, many as part of one of the most successful and vibrant Third Sectors that can be found anywhere in the world.

Across the country, voluntary organisations, community groups and social enterprises are creating new jobs, driving prosperity and regenerating communities.

I see that in my constituency, along with every other MP.

Unlocking the skills and potential of people often underrepresented in business or excluded from employment; developing leading-edge solutions for social and environmental issues and increasing competition, choice and value for money in public services and innovation in business.

These are all areas where we see the Third sector now making an important contribution.”
The Rt. Hon. John Hutton MP, Secretary of State for Business, Enterprise & Regulatory Reform, 13 March 2008
        
Chapter 3 – Stronger partnerships for regional growth 
Q1. How should RDAs satisfy themselves that sufficient capacity exists for programme management and delivery at local or sub-regional level? 

Capacity will depend on who is involved. It is essential that the full capabilities of a region are linked into programme management and delivery of a single regional strategy. This would therefore include the voluntary and community sector (VCS)  at regional, sub-regional and local levels. 
We would also encourage approaches to ensure that partners, such as the voluntary and community sector, are able to influence strategic decision-making at regional, sub-regional and local levels as well as within specific strategic themes such as homelessness and environmental issues. This would assure RDAs that the greatest range and depth of available resources could be used.
We would recommend the following:

1.1 Local economic assessments should outline a strategy to support VCS involvement in programme management and delivery. Broad or even standardised approaches could be recommended and then refined once the strategy has been finalised. This would keep costs down and not unduly lengthen the local economic assessment process. An example of an off the shelf strategy is provided in Appendix II.
1.2 Government should revisit Partnership in Public Services: an action plan for third sector involvement 
  from the perspective of implementing the sub national review. In particular: 
· “Government will review the implications of regional and sub-regional commissioning on third sector organisations” (Action 5).
· That commissioners and other key players from the regional statutory agencies and from the sub-regional economic partnerships are encouraged to enrol on IDeA’s National Programme for Third Sector Commissioning (Action 3).
· Business, Enterprise & Regulatory Reform (BERR)
, as a relatively new department, should be given the opportunity to formally address the public service delivery agenda and the 18 points of the original action plan. And particularly from the perspective of the sub national review.
1.3 Adopt positive lessons from European Structural programmes such as ERDF and ESF, which have established experience in delivering regional strategies to drive economic growth, and include recognition of the significant role that the voluntary and community sector can play. See Appendix III.
1.4 National Audit Office assessment of RDAs should include greater emphasis on accountability and VCS involvement.
1.5 Ensure that opportunities exist for effective and accountable representatives of the voluntary and community sector to appropriately influence aspects of a single regional strategy in being drawn up, and in being rolled out as a programme. 
1.6 That a regional compact, including a clear strategy to support commissioning with and procurement from the VCS is developed. 
1.7 That the development, consultation and delivery of the regional strategy is subject to key compact principles.
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In short, we would seek measures that ensure that the full capabilities of a region drive economic growth that is substantive and sustainable:
· include a broad partnership of all three sectors

· promote quality of life for all

· be environmentally sustainable.
Q2. Do you agree that local authorities should determine how they set up a local authority leaders’ forum for their region, and that the Government should only intervene if the required criteria are not met or if it failed to operate effectively? If not, what would you propose instead? 
The proposals being put forward in the North West by the RDA and the Regional Assembly have been well received and would be based on the current North West Regional Assembly Executive Board. This would involve a limited number of social, economic and environmental partners. Of a Leaders’ Forum of 21, with 15 local authority representatives, it is likely that there will be one VCS representative. We see this as a minimum level of involvement.
If this were not the case in our region, we would wish to see a statutory duty to involve community stakeholders. 

Alternatively, a more positive model for effective and democratic accountability may be drawn from successful Local Strategic Partnerships (LSPs).
Q3. Are the proposed regional accountability and scrutiny proposals proportionate and workable? 
Current proposals represent a significant reduction in formal voluntary and community sector (VCS) engagement with regional decision-making. At a time when regional structures are being strengthened this significant reduction in VCS engagement is concerning and may weaken regional accountability and scrutiny processes.

For scrutiny to be meaningful, there needs to be a statutory role for community stakeholders.

Attached in appendix I is a snapshot of current VCS involvement in the North West Regional Assembly which will be phased out along with the Assembly. The snapshot is taken from a briefing prepared for members and other VCS stakeholders in the North West and outlines the potential reduction in the lines of access for the VCS through representatives.
A model for effective and democratic accountability (that might build on the one being proposed in the North West) may be drawn out from successful Local Strategic Partnerships (LSPs). 
National Audit Office (NAO) assessment of RDAs should include greater emphasis on accountability and VCS involvement. Key compact principles (see Q1 above), VCS involvement in commissioning and procurement, and national indicators (such as NI 1, NI 4, NI 6 and NI 7) should inform the assessment.
Chapter 4 – Integrating regional strategies to promote growth 
Q4. Do you agree that the regional strategy needs to cover the elements listed at paragraph 4.13? Are there other matters that should be included in the regional strategy to help in the delivery of key outcomes?
Yes, these elements need to be covered. The emphasis is worrying. 

We do not believe that a good business-led RDA would adopt this emphasis and as such it is not helpful. We believe that to create sustainable and substantive prosperity for all communities, a regional strategy must take a far more positive view of work to 
(i) embed sustainability and 
(ii) tackle disadvantage and poverty. 

Otherwise, at best, we may make short term gains. 

Unless a strategy is grounded in such work, our regional economy will be far more susceptible to economic shocks. A strategy with a far more positive emphasis on sustainability and regeneration will in the medium to long term be far more successful in creating prosperity. 
We also believe, therefore, that in order to assess our progress in developing a robust regional economy we should use quality of life indicators alongside GVA. 

Are there other matters that should be included in the regional strategy to help in the delivery of key outcomes?
To support a more focused, naturally aspirational strategy, we believe that ‘Improving quality of life for all’ should be included as an objective. 

Economic growth is a means to an end. The assumption is that, on the whole, economic growth is an extremely important precondition. We agree, but also believe that this may not always be the case and that we need to develop more sophisticated methods for differentiating between positive economic growth and growth that unnecessarily disadvantages individuals and sections of society. Such consideration needs to be embedded in our regional strategy.
At the very least, quality of life indicators need to be seen as key evidence in drawing up and driving the regional strategy.
Q5. Do you agree with the way in which we propose to simplify the preparation of the regional strategy, as illustrated in the figure (on page 35), in particular allowing flexibility for regions to determine detailed processes? If not what other steps might we take? 
We would wish to ensure that the voluntary and community sector is given sufficient opportunity, especially time, in order to make a full and positive contribution to the strategy and the delivery plan.

We would also encourage approaches to ensure that partners, such as the voluntary and community sector, are able to influence strategic decision-making at regional, sub-regional and local levels as well as within specific strategic themes such as homelessness and environmental issues. This would assure RDAs that the greatest range and depth of available resources could be used.
Q6. Do you think that the streamlined process would lead to any significant changes in the costs and benefits to the community and other impacts? 
Caution must be taken not to cut corners and miss key aspects and opportunities. We know that services that involve communities have a far greater impact both in the short term and in terms of their lasting impact.

Chapter 5 – Strengthening sub-regional economies – the role of local authorities 
Q7. Which of the options for the local authority economic assessment duty (or any other proposals) is most appropriate? 
We would prefer a light touch approach. We believe that local economic assessments should outline a strategy to support VCS involvement in programme management and delivery. Broad or even standardised approaches could be recommended and then refined once the strategy has been finalised. This would keep costs down and not unduly lengthen the local economic assessment process. An example of an off the shelf strategy is provided in Appendix II. With this addition we would prefer Option 2.

Q8. What additional information or support do local authorities consider valuable for the purpose of preparing assessments?
Local economic assessments should also select an off the shelf strategy to support VCS involvement in programme management and delivery. Broad or even standardised approaches could be recommended and then refined once the strategy has been finalised. This would keep costs down and not unduly lengthen the local economic assessment process. An example of an off the shelf strategy is provided in Appendix II.
Q9. How should lead local authorities engage partners, including district councils, in the preparation of the assessment?
We would wish to ensure that the voluntary and community sector is given sufficient opportunity in order to make a full and positive contribution to the strategy and the delivery plan through helping to identify local economic priorities. The sector could be especially useful in identifying key economic issues which may not show up through formal reporting arrangements. 
We would also encourage approaches to ensure that partners, such as the voluntary and community sector, are able to influence strategic decision-making at regional, sub-regional and local levels as well as within specific strategic themes such as homelessness and environmental issues. This would assure RDAs that the greatest range and depth of available resources could be used.
Q10. Which partner bodies should be consulted in the preparation of the assessment?
Key local equalities and VCS infrastructure organisations should be consulted. Such groups could be especially useful in identifying key economic issues which may not show up through formal reporting arrangements. 
Q11. Should any duty apply in London and, if so, which of the proposed models is most appropriate?
As we are a voice for the sector in the North West, it is not appropriate for us to answer this question. 
Q12. Do you agree that there is value in creating statutory arrangements for sub-regional collaboration on economic development issues beyond MAAs? What form might any new arrangements take?
Statutory arrangements to support a more inclusive and organised approach to tackling common issues would be invaluable where:

· the needs of local communities frequently cross local authority boundaries, and 
· strong working relationships between local authorities, PCTs, and local and sub-regional VCS infrastructure organisations naturally develop.

A possible model, although there has been no formal assessment of its success, is Greater Manchester.
Statutory arrangements for sub-regional collaboration would ensure an inclusive and co-ordinated approach to tackling challenges, such as worklessness in City regions, where it is important to be able to tackle, through strong partnership working with relevant expert VCS agencies, the accompanying causes of poverty e.g. health inequalities. Such a duty would greatly support co-ordinated, cross-boundary initiatives in City regions such as Greater Manchester.
Q13. What activities would you like a sub-regional partnership to be able to carry out and what are the constraints on them doing this under the current legislation? 
Manchester’s current model includes activities under health, housing, planning, environment, and transport. 
Q14. How would a sub-regional economic development authority fit into the local authority performance framework? 
The Comprehensive Area Assessment process should provide a good model. Genuine engagement and partnership with the VCS should be assessed.
Q15. Should there be a duty to co-operate at sub-regional level where a statutory partnership exists? To whom should this apply?
Yes. There should be a duty to engage with key partners from all sectors, including the VCS, so that the full capabilities of an area can be drawn on to tackle poverty and inequality and to build economic growth that is sustainable and substantive. Such work should:
· include a broad partnership of all three sectors, including the voluntary and community sector
· promote quality of life for all, and

· be environmentally sustainable.
Appendix I: Current VCS involvement through the North West Regional Assembly
The following is taken from VSNW’s briefing for the voluntary and community sector in the North West.
A key part of the context, in terms of the implications of the consultation, is the meaningfulness of current VCS engagement in regional decision-making. 

At the moment, it is not practical to briefly provide such an assessment. However, we can provide a quick snapshot
 of VCS involvement in relevant key decision-making structures. The focus, here, is on the North West Regional Assembly as this is the structure being phased out.

Of the 80 members of the North West Regional Assembly (NWRA) about ten are VCS/faith sector representatives. Assembly membership consists of:

· 56 councillors (one per local authority) with 145 votes

· 24 Social Economic and Environmental Partners (SEEP) with 72 votes, which includes approximately ten voluntary and community sector and/or faith representatives with 30 of the 217 total votes. 

At present, the SEEP is a significant means for the VCS to influence regional decision-making.

Of the 19 current members of NWRA Executive Board there is one VCS representative. Officially, there are 21 members in total which currently consists of 15 councillors (three from each sub-region) and a further six members (only four at the moment) drawn from the North West's SEEP. NB This may be the model put forward by NWRA and NWDA for the new Leaders’ Forum. 

There are three formal NWRA sub-groups, each with some form of VCS involvement:

· Regional European Partnership which includes eight councillors, a number of NWDA members and one VCS representative from the SEEP;

· Audit and Governance which includes ten councillors and two non-VCS representatives from the SEEP;

· Review and scrutiny which includes five councillors, one faith/VCS and one VCS representative from the SEEP.

Less formal NWRA sub-groups includes the Equalities and Diversity Strategy Group which consists of the Chair of the North West Equalities and Diversity Group which, in turn, is an excellent forum for key statutory agency representatives to meet VCS contacts. VCS representation on the Strategy Group is via the Chair.
Other significant VCS involvement at a regional level should develop through the Programme Boards that will work with Regional Improvement and Efficiency Partnership (RIEP) Management Board and five sub-regional groups. VCS involvement should also continue through the Regional Economic Strategy (RES).
Appendix II: Sheffield City Council’s commissioning strategy for the third sector: a summary

Sheffield City Council’s commissioning strategy for the third sector embeds partnership with the third sector throughout its commissioning processes. 
Firstly, it seeks third sector influence on service design at the point of renewal. Secondly it asks three significant questions:

· Would the service benefit from closer user involvement?

· Could the service be broken down into packages that could be delivered on a neighbourhood basis?

· Do prospective providers require a detailed local knowledge?

If the answer is ‘Yes’, then a specific third sector commissioning process will be used. If the answer is ‘No’, then documentary evidence to support the case for not commissioning from the third sector will be reviewed by the Corporate Policy Unit (CPU). 
It is intended that a corporate review group, led by the CPU, and involving third sector representation, will then look to learn the lessons, refine the council’s commissioning process and assess the quality and progress of each service.
This summary is provided courtesy of NAVCA: www.navca.org.uk
Appendix III: Potential crossover learning from ERDF for VCS engagement in supporting economic growth

Developing high value new enterprise has an emphasis on supporting entrepreneurs within key Regional Economic Strategy (RES) target groups such as women, BME communities, and disabled people (Action area 1.1). 

Increasing sustainable production and consumption, including work to bring about cultural change in business behaviour (Action area 1.3).

Supporting the ‘visitor offer’ for arts-focused VCS groups (Action area 3.3).

Stimulate enterprise in disadvantaged communities and under-represented groups (women, BME communities, people with disabilities, young people, older workers, offenders, ex-offenders, asylum seekers and refugees – Action area 4.1).
Supporting linkages to key employment areas, in particular strand 3, ‘Outreach and engagement’ which has the potential to be match-funded with the Working Neighbourhoods Fund (Action area 4.2).

Supporting employment creation for areas of regeneration need ‑ This is likely to mean bids from sub-regional economic partnerships aimed at addressing worklessness, in specific areas, alongside other aspects of deprivation. These other aspects will depend on your local bid and may include work to address poor housing, access to services, heath inequalities, and high crime. Pages 3 and 4 of the Investment Framework (Action area 4.3) outline possible areas of regeneration need.

Other potential models for capturing VCS delivery of economic growth are from the roll out of the European Social Fund and include the Job Centre Plus, Learning & Skills Council and Community Grants programmes.
Key Compact Principles


Voluntary action is an essential component of a democratic society. 


An independent and diverse voluntary and community sector is fundamental to the well-being of society. 


In the development and delivery of public policy and services, the Government and the voluntary and community sector have distinct but complementary roles. 


There is added value in working in partnership towards common aims and objectives. Meaningful consultation builds relationships, improves policy development and enhances the design and delivery of services and programmes. 


The Government and the VCS have different forms of accountability and are answerable to a different range of stakeholders, but common to both is the need for integrity, objectivity, accountability, openness, honesty and leadership. 


VCS organisations are entitled to campaign within the law in order to advance their aims. 


The Government plays a significant role, among other things, as a funder of some VCS organisations. Funding can be an important element of the relationship between the Government and the VCS. 


Both Government and VCS acknowledge the importance of promoting equality of opportunity for all people regardless of race, age, disability, gender, sexual orientation or religion and or belief.











� The Contribution of the Voluntary and Community Sector to the Economy of the North West (VSNW: December 2007), � HYPERLINK "http://www.vsnw.org.uk/economic" ��http://www.vsnw.org.uk/economic�
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�� HYPERLINK "http://www.cabinetoffice.gov.uk/third_sector/public_services/~/media/assets/www.cabinetoffice.gov.uk/third_sector/psd_action_plan%20pdf.ashx" ��http://www.cabinetoffice.gov.uk/third_sector/public_services/~/media/assets/www.cabinetoffice.gov.uk/third_sector/psd_action_plan%20pdf.ashx� (Office of the Third Sector: 2006). It should be noted that BERR has been a positive supporter of simplifying regulations and reporting arrangements for the VCS as well as for the business sector.
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� It should be noted that BERR has been a positive supporter of simplifying regulations and reporting arrangements for the VCS as well as for the business sector. 


� Improving delivery of mainstream services in deprived areas – the role of community involvement (Research Report 16), ODPM, London (2005) � HYPERLINK "http://www.neighbourhood.gov.uk/publications.asp?did=1560" ��http://www.neighbourhood.gov.uk/publications.asp?did=1560�





� see � HYPERLINK "http://www.communities.gov.uk/publications/communities/principlesofrepresentation" ��http://www.communities.gov.uk/publications/communities/principlesofrepresentation�





� This is, we stress, merely a snapshot of VCS involvement. However, we are always keen to talk to regional VCS representatives and link regional work to the wider sector. Please feel free to contact us: � HYPERLINK "mailto:warren.escadale@vsnw.org.uk" ��warren.escadale@vsnw.org.uk� or tel: 0161 276 9300.
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