	[image: image1.png]VS N W ‘ Voluntary Sector North West

Accountability | Knowledge | Equality







Refreshing the Compact: 
A framework for partnership working
VSNW’s consultation response
October 2009
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. 
Question 1: Scope of the sector: Is the Compact relevant and applicable to the wide range of organisations that make up the third sector? If not, who is excluded and what would need to change in the refreshed Compact to secure their engagement? What further steps need to be taken to ensure that the Compact is adopted and implemented by organisations in the public sector beyond central government, including organisations in the NHS, specifically Primary Care Trusts, who will already be party to Local Compacts? 

1.1 As the consultation document notes, the third sector is diverse and will accordingly require different relationships with different public bodies. It is not clear that these differences are recognised throughout the consultation document
1.1.1 There is clearly a strong need, given that there may no longer be a specific code of practice for Community Groups, to ensure that the Compact is an effective vehicle for supporting and recognising the value of small, local, unregistered community groups, that research suggests, make up the vast proportion of civil society organisations.
1.1.2 It is not clear that the refreshed Compact recognises that groups within the third sector will have different roles in implementing the third sector’s commitments. 
:
1.1.3 We would also endorse the Regional Development Agency perspective that the Compact needs to be able to draw in the full range of third sector organisations including mutuals, cooperatives and social enterprises.

1.2 A key issue we have identified in our regional Compact discussions is that a number of key regional public bodies are tied to the compact at a national level but work in a regional context (eg Learning and Skills Council, Jobcentreplus, NHS NW, etc) with regional issues and opportunities that are not necessarily a significant part of the national perspective. We feel that consideration could be given, in consultation with agencies like the Learning & Skills Council NW, as how to best support the  implementation of the national Compact at a regional level. 
1.3 We endorse NAVCA’s call (in their submission in order to support better implementation) for the Compact to apply to “all public bodies operating at a local, regional and national level and not just those named” and ...

1.3.1 ... in particular the call for “an explicit statement that all statutory agencies involved in local strategic partnerships should sign up to the Compact”.
1.3.2 We would also call for consideration to name those key public sector bodies that are operating at a subregional level such as sub-regional economic partnerships and the growing number of City Region public bodies and structures which¸ for example, implement Multiple Area Agreements. The Compact needs to support public-third sector relationships at all levels.
1.4 To be implemented effectively, the commitments of The Compact need to be embedded into relevant structures. The Compact must be seen as a means and not an end in itself. The call for “compact compliance” is shorthand for a number of specific commitments. So, while we recognise that making the compact statutory may be retrograde, progress can be made on the issues that the Compact picks up on – some commitments could be further embedded. For example, there could be stronger guidance on involving service users in the design and planning of services in the commissioning cycle. 
1.5 Short tailored guidance aligned with delivery of key agenda would help local implementation. For example, short guidance on how the refreshed Compact aligns with World Class Commissioning would help PCT implementation.

Question 2: The independence of the third sector? Does the Compact go far enough in safeguarding the independence of the third sector? If not, what changes would be required?
There needs to be:

2.1 Recognition of the right to campaign.
2.2 Recognition of the role that trust plays in developing an effective partnership between public and third sector agencies.
2.3 A mixed range of funding available to the sector (including grants).

2.4 The language and logic of the term “grant-dependency” needs to be addressed. Grants are often an extremely effective vehicle for growing an independent sector.
Question 3: Accountability of the third sector? Does the Compact go far enough in making the third sector accountable? If not, what changes would be required?
The Compact needs to be a vehicle to build trust. 

There are clear issues, at all levels, about how the third sector engages with the public sector. The issues (and expectations) of representation and accountability are still far from being adequately resolved. 

There is a sense of something being lost in translation between the two sectors which crops up again and again. It relates to issues of trust, and there are possibly two key issues for bringing about change that the Compact and the implementation of the Compact could address:
3.1 There needs to be a broader understanding of how we know about good, robust third sector organisations that have, for example, achieved key quality marks that can be recognised by public sector workers. 
As part of this, monitoring and reporting of third sector organisations should not be more onerous than it is for private sector organisations engaged in delivering similar work:
3.1.1 That public bodies should give careful consideration as to how they may work together to minimise duplication of monitoring and reporting.
3.1.2 That due consideration is given as to how public bodies may incorporate the Audit Commission’s recent model for intelligent monitoring (linked to recent work by New Philanthropy Capital).
3.1.3 That public bodies review requested monitoring and reporting information in accordance with whether that information requested is used.

3.2 We need to have a better understanding of infrastructure organisations (and other organisations involved in making representation), so that we can be clear about what we all expect. Many difficulties seem to stem from a lack of clarity about the purpose and function of infrastructure work; particularly, what is good and what is bad infrastructure work. CLG’s Principles of Representation and NAVCA’s Quality Award provide clear frameworks for a robust understanding of good representation and good infrastructure working. It is not sufficient for infrastructure organisations alone to recognise and appreciate the skills and qualities of good infrastructure work. 
Question 4: The relationship between national and local Compacts: Do you think the national Compact provides an effective framework for local Compact negotiations? If not, what changes would be required? How might the link between the national Compact and local Compacts be strengthened?

Given the speed with which local areas have adopted the Compact, something needs to be done. It is likely that, should the refresh come about, that we will see an extremely varied state of transition over the next 5 to 10 years. To aid this transition:

4.1 New parts of the Compact should be identified and clear support guidance developed.
4.2 Guidance aligning the Compact and key public sector agenda should be identified (see 1.5).
4.3 Guidance aligning the Compact and light touch assessment processes such as the Comprehensive Area Assessment should be developed in partnership. 
4.4. Agencies such as the LGA, Audit Commission, IDeA, as well as regional and sub-regional local authority structures need to be on board. For example, Regional Improvement and Efficiency Partnerships could be supported to work with councillors, chief executives and third sector partners to support effective roll out of those aspects of the Compact that align with the improvement and efficiency agenda.
Question 5: Prime/subcontractor relationship: How can the subcontracting commitment (Allocating resources and commissioning, reference 7.1) be strengthened to ensure that the Compact applies to the entire supply chain?

Public sector compact partners need to consider how we might:

5.1 include a relevant clause in contracts
5.2 encourage compliance through the tender process
5.3 assess compact compliant performance through monitoring and reporting; this must be light touch
5.4 build in a mechanism to ensure prime contractors adhere and report back on tender criteria that are key to supporting compact compliance

5.5 identify and address barriers to third sector organisations coming together to

5.5.1 bid to be a prime contractors
5.5.2 bid and work together to create a stronger sub-contractor entity more capable of effective negotiation 

Question 6: Consultation: What are the circumstances in which a 12-week consultation would be unnecessary or undesirable? In these circumstances, what action should the Compact require to ensure consultation is meaningful and effective?
Where 12 week consultations are not possible, partners should discuss why this is the case and how the shortened process can compensate for this. The discussion and process should be transparent and in partnership between key representatives of the public and third sector. 
Question 7: Europe: The refreshed Compact contains a new commitment for the Government and public bodies to apply the Compact when distributing European funding.
There is concern that the compact is not adhered to, and unnecessarily so, by public sector agencies when distributing European funding and we await the findings of the Commission for the Compact’s research in this area. It is clear that there can be confusion and consideration should be given to working with the EU to clarify matters and develop guidance. 
8. Personalised/individual budgeting: There is an increasing emphasis on personal budgets where individuals are given public money to buy their own services from the public, private or third sector. How and where might a refreshed Compact make reference to the relationships between holders of personal budgets and those from whom they buy services or facilities?
Research could be commissioned to fuller explore the effects of this growing agenda and to identify ways in which public sector agencies develop a level playing field for the promotion of public, private and third sector services. 
Commitments relating to personalisation could be included in sections 6 and 8.
9. Content and length: Are there parts of this document that could be worded more economically so as to shorten the document? Please identify. Are there passages in this document that are not required? Please identify.
The refreshed document is much improved and far more user-friendly. The equality section does, however, feel like a section that has been added-on, and separate to the rest of the Compact, as if there were two codes. This could be re-written.
10. Equalities strands: Does the Compact provide enough focus on the individual equalities strands and the needs of these groups? If not, how should this be addressed? If your organisation falls under an equality strand, please let us know the impact of the revised Compact on your organisation/ beneficiaries.

The broadened focus is welcome but the individual equalities strands are not necessarily embedded within the commitments. 
An outline of Organisations representing children and young people has not been included.
11. Monitoring and analysis of funding arrangements: What further monitoring, analysis or funding arrangements could help ensure the promotion of equality and tackling discrimination?
Closer links between Equalities Impact Assessments, strategic commissioning cycles and grant funding could be explored in order to build the capacity of equalities groups and work in order to support the equalities objectives of public sector agencies. 
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� For example under Commitments for the third sector: contributing to planning and service delivery (page 38) there is a sense that groups are necessarily service delivery groups that involve service users rather than groups that consist of service users (eg self help groups). 
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