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NW Environment Link
RC welcomed everyone - broadest agenda possible today, as it’s a good opportunity at this point to take stock of where we all are. 

1. Minutes of last meeting
Circulated already by email, taken as read. They are available on www.representnorthwest.org.uk 
2. VSNW updates

VSNW update was circulated in advance.
Information about research will be circulated by email in due course.
Good and bad practice from LAs and PCTs
· Organisations that have reported examples of good and bad practice from their funders have been given the opportunity to tell their story more fully. While they are pleased to have this opportunity there are serious concerns from the groups involved about being identified - it could jeopardise existing funding, stifle progress that is being made or give Eric Pickles more ammunition for criticising local authorities. 
· There is an issue about message - the most powerful message is about how the cuts will affect our beneficiaries. Can’t bleat about ourselves - we should use the stories of the people who won’t have our support. Like a reverse of LVI.

· We also need to say that the cuts aren’t saving money - actually presenting greater costs in the long-term. Media are most interested in the service user side of things - from experience in Liverpool. A strong bank of stories around this could make a powerful argument that the media would use.
ACTION: RC and VSNW to follow up with a view towards getting some strong media coverage around this.

Policy
· Rehabilitation Revolution event went well. Lots of good activity already going on but possible gaps in Cheshire and Lancashire. Opportunities have cropped up with possibility of setting up local meetings with probation workers (lots of commissioning will be done locally). CLinks looking at setting up a regional marketplace event. Will be a report from event soon.

· National Citizen Service - number of events coming up. Runcorn on March 17, only one in region so far. Challenge Network (pilot) is looking to engage with local community groups. They’re piloting in London with a LIO but there is likely to be more potential as it grows.
Other

· Sheila Battersby from GONW new Big Society lead for NW - will be invited to next meeting.

· VCS Cuts website - PLEASE report your cuts. Pre-budget publicity is coming up with specific asks. One of those will be around the transition fund and its criteria. 

· BASIS 2 outcomes are being amended to reflect loss of regional tier - gives us flexibility to work more sub-regionally if this was wanted.
· Representation portal is developing - please have a look at www.representnorthwest.org.uk to see feedback, particularly from meetings around the developing health agenda. 

· We have begun planning for our next annual event 29th September. 

· We are still trying to get Nick Hurd to visit the region - have been stonewalled a bit on date. However, we have developed relationships with other Big Soc leads in different departments - should we just arrange an event with them? 

3. Member updates
ACT/RCC

· RR is retiring, but ACC is looking fairly sturdy going forward thanks to work with forward planning, Localism Bill etc. Lots of engagement with CLG around localism and how to deliver it in rural communities.

· BS Vanguard in Cumbria is 31 parishes in very rural area. It has built on community-led planning those communities had already done. There’s already a tradition in rural Cumbria of doing things for yourself as there isn’t anyone else to do it! Therefore the picture of BS is very different in Cumbria to Liverpool. Changes have been observed in the attitudes of some national agencies as a result. Communities have said that they would never have got to the start of the vanguard without the support of infrastructure over five years. 
· Some communities have found the process has diverted time and energy into things they weren’t necessarily going to do - there are issues with CLG not recognising that people are volunteers and organising mid-week meetings which mean people need to take large amounts of leave from their jobs. 

· There is funding for a project of recording the process and learning from community participants - should be substantial pieces of work coming out around mid June.

· RC - we need to capture the role of infrastructure in the delivery of this. 

· Concerns in Cumbria about equalities organisations who are losing a lot of LA funding. 

GMCVO

· Infrastructure partnership continuing beyond end of month.

· Initial sense of settlements for CVS is that perhaps not as bad as people have feared. GMCVO will know from AGMA about funding from June onwards at end of March.

LGF

· April event with Influencing Parliament and John Bercow.

· Big Lottery has identified that 0% of LGBT groups are applying for funding - possibly some development work around that.

· Developing LGBT work in Lancashire, looking at a Reaching Communities bid.

· Having meetings around infrastructure support in Manchester - council has now said it wants IS but don’t believe current work is fit for purpose. Undergoing a rapid process of reviewing what we have and looking how we can improve it for less money. Will be a collaborative process - looking for solution within eight weeks. Think their solution will be a new organisation. RC is facilitating the process as an ‘honest broker’. Looking at commissioning, volunteering, capacity building and community engagement support. 

· PCT has confirmed will only reduce VCS contracts by 1.5% this year - being done in a strategic way with full engagement of the sector. Anticipate overall a major disinvestment in the sector in the city. Sector needs to take some responsibility for cuts - not sure have fully delivered on the £1.5m spent on infrastructure by the LA, which is being reduced to about £750k.

CEMVO

· Delivering OCS outputs with training. Don’t know status of strategic partner work yet.
· Part of partnership for programme with BME orgs in Manchester to make them commissioning-ready. Now coming to an end.

· There is lots of demand for support but hear from a number of organisations that they are going to scale down. 

NW VCS Health & Social Care
· Latest tranche of GP pathfinder consortia have been announced - now 128 in the region.
· Finished consultation events on Public Health White Paper - please also put in your own responses.
· The work of PROMiSE mental health network is ongoing - looking at an event bringing GP consortia together with mental health providers, could be a template for other similar events.

· RC is sitting on Transition group for PH - has seen their response to the consultation. They have included the need for grants to small VCS organisations to be maintained - encouraging that we have this understanding at high level.

NWTRA

· NWTRA has never been so busy.

· Looking at effects of localism and decentralisation on communities - realising how many community groups have become totally dependent on grant funding fitting with LAA policy. Means they’re not as independent as they should be - so support them to be more resilient. Probably looking at a process over 10 years - won’t be quick. Trying to explain this to ministers!
· CLG losing 40% of staff at end of the month - also seen internal memo saying if you want a representative to visit you will need to pay their travel expenses.

· Waiting for response from Big Society conferences.

NWDIP

· Mapping report findings will be brought to next NWIP meeting - showed people doing great things to make sure services accessible and recognising areas where they are weaker. More disturbing is eg orgs doing access as part of health and safety. There is still a way to go with some! No difference between rural and urban responses. Shows there is a lot of work to be done - although there is an issue with people not having the time to engage in the current climate.

1NW
· Continuing work around lack of equalities in Big Society

· Working with colleagues in Yorkshire to develop a Northern voice on specific issues

· Working on cuts to ESOL - should show cost to society in the long term and the fact it undermines Big Society.

· Dan is joining VSNW on 1 April.

· Produced report based on LVI which EREN has picked up on and is using to brand their conference.

NWN/MNE

· Europe funding still in NW until end of 2021. But g/ment has accidentally abolished the organisations dealing with it!

· Money for social landlords around green jobs has been approved - think can be paid directly to LAs.

· Think there will be more opportunities for representation coming up.

· Dramatic change of heart from g/ment officials - now talking about partnership working etc. 

· Looking at Priority 4 in Merseyside - connecting people with jobs in worst off areas. 

· Next programme panning out - looks simpler, more money for Merseyside and Cumbria, report in next few days on local employment initiatives. MNE’s problem is surviving the next few weeks.

· NWN is continuing to deliver support - as an org it will be winding up at end of months but is looking at ways of maintaining the support across the NW. 

· Most ESF activity is caught up in the new single work programme, even though it will stand separately as a programme. Working with NW SPV to develop sub regional learning consortia responses. Announcements due end of March - we will know who the prime contractors are then.

· Lobbying SFA around their procurement processes and attempts to centralise - position paper on website.

· Community grants tenders closed in January - might be potential for some ESF money around ESOL.
· NWN event next Thursday in Manchester about the future of EU funding in the NW. 

Merseyside

· Infrastructure p/ship will continue after March including quite a lot of initiatives and programmes.

· 60% of LCVS staff are being made redundant - this will leave massive gaps, hope the next stage of planning will be around how we can meet the emerging needs.

· There is no sector seat on Merseyside LEP but the ChangeUp consortium is referenced in the plan in relation to an advisory position. Consortium felt it was better to be in in this way before fighting too much. 

Lancashire

· Support sounds as though it might be at same level as before, don’t know what impact on contracts will be. Got some funding to keep the consortium going for now.

NHF

· Main focus on Supporting People funding - big cuts over coming years, different areas are approaching it differently (one council outside NW doing away with it altogether). 

Volunteering

· At end of March all v involved teams will be ending - Tessa’s staff from from 9 to 3.5 in Liverpool - big loss of important support for young people.

· Most volunteer centres will be losing capacity at varying levels - people not yet been told by LAs whether they’re getting continuing funding or not, orgs having to use reserves to keep people on.

· Fear that existing IS will be overlooked and there will be overreliance on web based systems around volunteering. 

· All VCs reporting people turning up after being told they have to volunteer or lose their benefits - but not geared up to be able to cope with drop-ins. Merseyside has put a procedure together with Job Centres - hope it will be picked up across the NW. 

· Lots of issues with welfare to work providers increasing their referrals and the allied admin that goes with that. Looking at introducing charges from 1 April for the service. 

Cheshire & Warrington

· Consortium will be carrying on 

· Launched Hidden Power report at conference last week.
· Real push around partnership working for contracts, some orgs have got part-way down the line towards getting contracts and then told it’s being put out to open tender. Connexions lost about £2.5m funding in one go.

· Lobbied and gained VCS spot on LEP - the only one in the region! Alongside Peel Holdings, Bentley, Grosvenor Holdings, Pete Waterman - could open some doors!

· Alyson is involved in a CLG task group around barriers to getting VCS onto LEPs - of the 20/25 involved, few from the sector, only one now sits on a LEP. Keep Alyson up to date on your stories around this. 

4. Hazel Blears
(NB the following notes reflect the content of Hazel Blears’ speech and are therefore political in nature and tone - they should not be read as representing the views of NWIP or VSNW)

· Currently chairing the new Labour Party social action forum - deliberately not called Big Society! Jon Cruddas is vice chair.
· New political challenges will require new political responses

· The group has so far looked at: language, ideas, going to look at local authorities and their views, assets, role of business and industry.

· BS not a traditional government policy line - spans everything but you can’t get hold of it. BS prog is one of most clever political constructs we’ve seen - plays to both sides of the Tories.

· Communities in Control white paper in 2008 contained a lot that this government is touting as new. Also put money where mouth was! But didn’t have a PM who made it his mission.

· Full recognition that people have been doing this stuff for a very long time. What is new is the ‘frame’. HB job is to work out what Labour ‘frame’ is.

· Labour g/ment increased VCS spend from £6 to 13 billion - showed wanted to put power behind the sector. V worried about cuts destroying sector capacity - will be very difficult to rebuild once gone.

· Very easy to caricature BS as a cover for cuts - HB view is that the underlying principles are right and need to keep Labour from throwing out baby with bathwater. 90% of ordinary people do believe in underlying principles (IPSOS MORI work).

· BS language is toxic >> big con, big sham, BS etc. Advice is that Labour should not be near that in terms of developing alternatives - likely to be more around social action, community action etc.
· BS is bigger than the New Labour project. But there is schism at heart of g/ment between a small number who genuinely believe in it and those whose right-wing ideology sees the BS construct as a way of changing fundamental nature of the societal jigsaw. New legislation confirms that view.

· Move of public service to social enterprise is a halfway house on the way to privatisation. Health Bill shows this - looks like moving towards more of an American model where there are different tiers of service. V worrying. Private sector are trying to put themselves across as SE - but they’re paying themselves what they should be putting back into community.

· Localism Bill - struck by the community right to challenge. Doesn’t give community orgs a right to bid. Actually means community orgs would be catalysing a commercial procurement process. Labour has drafted an amendment and is trying to stimulate debate on this. Community being used as cover for right wing ideology.

· Asset transfer is also a sham - there is not a right for communities to have assets. Private sector orgs likely to cherry pick. Nothing about asset lock or stewardship.

· Can see things like this beginning to rise above the surface which auger towards a massive shift in the societal relations
· If this government get two terms we are in real trouble.

· Public Services Bill from Chris White is a very significant piece of legislation - if we can mainstream social vale clauses into procurement system it will be very positive. Very interested in SROI and social accounting. Connectives in Greater Manchester leading a lot of work around this. Eg Chris Dabbs/Unlimited Potential social accounting in Salford has showed a lot of bang for buck.

· Tories have stripped out social enterprise clause but CW will have a fight on his hands getting it any further. Nick Hurd has alluded to struggles in g/ment. HB will be on the Bill Committee and encourages us all to support this bill.

· Position of business has been for far too long about CSR - ie we can do all our bad capitalism and will just do bit of social action on the end. Now we should be talking about mainstreaming an ethical business model - a new capitalism. Even Tesco is beginning to realise that the capitalist model is out of date, doesn’t make the best of people in the system. There is a bit of an opening - new book at end of month about a new capitalism, talking about embedding it in everything. 

· Could BS be stimulating a new capitalism? If so, would have more faith in this g/ment.

Points from Q&A
· Very short sighted if sector is not on LEPs - you have a fine reputation for causing trouble and rightly so
· SE can be a refuge for scoundrels. Mutuals - a corollary of more freedom should be more accountability. The Co Op sector will be v important for Labour. There is a worry SE is so loose - need to tighten up legal framework for what a real one is. Genuine SEs will support this because they won’t want their brand being contaminated. Values will keep the Co Op movement going.

· HB is v interested in our Big Society and equalities research - hope to launch in House of Commons. Also need to think of equity, eg class and income etc, alongside this. Safeguarding Framework on equity (Steve Reid) is important, only work have seen along these lines. HB was v interested to know what we thought about fairness, equality etc

· Labour group is looking at how they create an alternative framework for social justice. Now going out and having conversations with public about where positioning for party should be. Report to conference in October, and then the policy-making will begin. Want the public involved throughout that. 

· Have to put the boulders in the debate by arguing the alternative with every thing. Shadow Cabinet isn’t there yet!
· Community Organiser man from Chicago coming over in summer to look at how the party is organised - believe CO is the way in which you open people’s minds to politics and show them it isn’t a bad thing. Community organising > political organising > political power.

· At our suggestion, Hazel said she would blog about the Localism Bill and the rest of the group, so that we can engage more with the detail.
· RC suggested NWIP comes down to present to the Labour Social Action Forum - partic around the rapidly growing north-south divides that are emerging. This will be followed up.

Date and time of next meeting
Thursday 23 June, 9.30 for 10am, the Gujurat Hindu Centre, Preston
Details to be confirmed
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