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About 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, in all its diversity, takes its full part in shaping the future of the North West.

VSNW works with over 150 members which

· either work directly, across the region, to support and deliver 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.

The voluntary and community sector in the North West incorporates a wide range of organisations: branches of large nationals, medium-sized regional and local organisations with paid staff and banks of volunteers, and small community groups, with no paid staff, little if any income but with a strong sense of local accountability. 

Key activities include 

· Advocacy, information and advice

· Delivery of services, often but not always on behalf of public bodies

· Campaigning and lobbying

· Representing specific interest groups

· Building capacity and community development

· Providing infrastructure support services to local VCS groups

By drawing on the experience of its members, VSNW contributes to national and regional policy and acts as a voice for the voluntary and community sector in the North West. 
Introduction

As part of the development of the Regional Strategy for the North West (RS2010), the Regional Development Agency (NWDA) and the Leaders’ Forum (4NW) have consulted on the Principles & Issues for the development of the Strategy. Key areas of consultation were:

· whether the recession has fundamentally changed matters

· the assumptions that should be at the heart of developing the strategy

· the ultimate aims and goals of the strategy

· how the North West can be unique and competitive

· what challenges face the North West

· what are the key issues.

VSNW consulted voluntary and community sector groups on these questions and collated a single response which forms the substantial part of this document. 
How we consulted
Between 12 February 2009 and 23 April 2009, Voluntary Sector North West (VSNW) held seven consultation events on the Principles and Issues Paper of the Regional Strategy (RS2010). The events involved 196 participants from 153 voluntary and community sector (VCS) organisations in the North West. 

Each event began with a presentation on the Principles and Issues paper consultation. The slides are available from our website: Principles and Issues Presentation
. Following a question and answer, there were a number of roundtable discussions involving between 4 and 8 people. Each group addressed at least half the consultation questions. The events ended with a final discussion on key points from each discussion and a short open discussion involving all participants.

The seven VCS consultation events were:

1. A general, regional event for VCS infrastructure and region-wide organisations: Warrington, 12th February

2. A sub-regional event in partnership with Merseyside Network for Europe and Merseyside ChangeUp Partnership: Liverpool, 24th March

3. A sub-regional event in partnership with Greater Manchester CVO: Manchester, 25th March

4. A sub-regional event in partnership with Community Futures (Lancashire): Preston, 30th March

5. A sub-regional event in partnership with Cumbria CVS: Melmerby, 31st March

6. A sub-regional event in partnership with Cheshire Community Action with the support of Cheshire’s ChangeUp Consortium: Middlewich, 1st April

7. As part of a regional launch event for the North West’s Regional Empowerment Practitioners’ Forum: 23rd April.

In addition to these events, VSNW funded 1NW’s consultation event, Manchester, 26th March. 

The full response report and list of participants (Appendix 1) are available from VSNW’s website: Consultation responses

Summary of VCS response: key themes

196 representatives from 153 VCS organisations in the North West outlined the following key themes in response to the RS2010 Principles & Issues Paper consultation.

Priority issues

VCS consultation participants picked out the following issues as priorities:

1. Communities and Place

2. Health and Worklessness

3. Skills and Talent

Communities

· The overwhelming message from every VCS consultation event was that communities should be the core beneficiaries of a regional strategy. RS2010 should balance the economic with the social and environmental. Increased Gross Value Added (GVA) is only a means to generating prosperous communities (paragraph 7.2). 

· Previous social regeneration strategies have largely failed to tackle deprivation: those communities suffering the impact of previous recessions were still in need of support and investment. There is a need to ensure that this isn’t repeated and, that, effective strategies for communities facing deprivation are developed.

· Community-based sustainable development should be a guiding principle for strategy development and deliver (paragraphs 23.0 to 27.0).

Health inequalities (paragraph 22.0)
The importance of heath, particularly health inequalities, was raised in every group of participants and was one of the strongest messages from the seven consultation events. Partly because of an ageing population, but also because of a number of other health-related trends that particularly affect the North West:

· increased premature births

· impact of obesity, diabetes etc

· alcohol and drug related problems

· Many participants saw tackling health inequalities as key to supporting strong, prosperous communities and to tackling poverty. The North West Health Observatory has established the strong links between good health and wealth and poor health and poverty in the region. 

Urban and rural growth

· Need to find new ways of supporting sustainable (social and environmental) rural growth; the emphasis on urban growth undermines the sustainability of living and working rural communities. Need new models for local rural economies.

· Need to better support working in home-communities.

· Need to find ways (within a sustainable social and environmental framework) of improving and increasing our competitiveness (paragraph 13.0).

Aspiration

Aspiration was an extremely frequent discussion point. Closely linked to issues of disengagement, democratic deficit and a poor culture of learning (paragraph 20.3), aspiration was felt to be a significant barrier to developing prosperous communities (now and in the future). 

Suite of measures

Not merely focussed on GVA growth, we need to ensure that we develop an appropriate, SMART set of indicators, aligned to the goals and aims selected (paragraph 37.0).

Connectivity

Issues of poor local transport and digital exclusion were discussed a number of times, particularly at the sub-regional events of Cumbria and Lancashire. Connectivity was far more about local access issues rather than rail routes out of the region.

Role of the voluntary and community sector

Besides highlighting the particular “history in, and critical mass of, innovation” of the VCS in the North West (paragraph 43.0), participants felt that the sector has a key part to play in supporting more complete delivery of a collaborative and regionally-owned regional strategy (paragraph 22.3). 

Clear ways of accessing community experience of successful and unsuccessful ways of delivering social regeneration need to be embedded into social regeneration strategy and delivery. RS2010 will need comprehensive buy-in. As part of this, RS2010 will need to:
· demonstrate its accountability, responsiveness to need and benefit to local communities in the North West

· embed the means to engage communities

· draw on available voluntary and community sector networks and engagement mechanisms in support of the democratic mandate of local authorities (paragraph 29.4).

· To support effective engagement and partnership with the voluntary and community sector at a regional level, the new Regional Compact for the North West should draw up and implement relevant actions, with the continued full support of regional public sector agencies (29.5)

The voluntary and community sector is also well-placed to support all parts of the community to be able to access a broad range of civic and volunteering opportunities (paragraph 27.4) that can build confidence, skills, networks, and employability. 

Missing challenges

There are a number of missing challenges that includes child poverty and ageing population (paragraph 54.0).

Values

There was not an explicit statement of values within the consultation document (paragraph 45.0). While there will be an Equalities Impact Assessment, equalities was not explicitly embedded throughout the document (paragraph 19.0). There should be a headline message about equality:

· Sustainable economic growth for all

· Reduced health inequality in the North West (27.8)

The strategy should outline a regional framework for all five principles of sustainable development (not just sustainable economic growth) and embed improved community participation in decision-making processes (paragraph 24.0 and 24.2). 

Next steps

Deprived Communities Symposium
9th June, Guildhall, Preston.

For further information please contact Dean Jones: 
Email: dean.jones@4nw.org.uk
Tel: 01942 737 928
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� � HYPERLINK "http://www.vsnw.org.uk/publications/responses" �http://www.vsnw.org.uk/publications/responses�


� � HYPERLINK "http://www.vsnw.org.uk/activities/regionalstrategy" �http://www.vsnw.org.uk/activities/regionalstrategy� in the Key Documents section  
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